
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

By 

Trang Phan 

August 2016



 
 

 
 

PERCEPTIONS OF FACULTY AND INSTRUCTIONAL DESIGNERS 

ON MULTICULTURAL LEARNERS’ NEEDS 

IN MASSIVE OPEN ONLINE COURSES  

 

 

 

A Dissertation Presented to the  
Faculty of the College of Education  

University of Houston 
 
 

 

In Partial Fulfillment  
of the Requirements for the Degree 

 

 

Doctor of Philosophy 
 

 

 

 

by 

Trang Phan 

August 2016



 
 

PERCEPTIONS OF FACULTY AND INSTRUCTIONAL DESIGNERS 

ON MULTICULTURAL LEARNERS’ NEEDS 

IN MASSIVE OPEN ONLINE COURSES  

 

A Dissertation for the Degree  
Doctor of Philosophy 

by  

Trang Phan 

 

 

Approved by Dissertation Committee:  

 

______________________________ 

Dr. Sara G. McNeil, Chairperson 

 
______________________________ 

Dr. Bernard R. Robin, Committee Member 

 
______________________________ 

Dr. Mimi M. Lee, Committee Member 

 
______________________________ 

Dr. Lee H. Mountain, Committee Member 

 
 

______________________________ 

Dr. Robert McPherson, Dean 
College of Education 

 

August 2016



 
 

Acknowledgement 

 This dissertation is dedicated to the most amazing committee members, especially 

the chairperson that any doctoral student could have.  Dr. Sara G. McNeil has been a 

marvelous supervisor since the first day of the journey who followed closely and 

provided valuable expertise support at every stage of the project.  As the heads of the 

MOOC team at the College of Education, University of Houston, Dr. Bernard R. Robin 

and Dr. Sara G. McNeil provided me sponsorship to conference presentations on MOOC-

related topics which inspired this dissertation project.  To Dr. Mimi M. Lee, the 

methodologist, who provided high quality methodological guidance and offered flexible 

meet-ups, thank you!  To Dr. Lee H. Mountain, thank you for your challenging questions 

that pushed the study further, and for the frequent encouragement you provided along the 

way.  

 My deep appreciation goes to the fifteen instructors and designers in American 

higher education institutions who designed and taught Massive Open Online Courses 

(MOOCs), and who participated in the study.  Without them the research study could not 

have been made.  Their philanthropic motives, their extraordinary drive for education, 

their enthusiasm, and their highly-recognized expertise have been major insights of this 

study. 

 My big thanks also go to my family and friends who may or may not know or 

care about MOOCs.  Thanks for your patient listening and encouragement.  Finally, 

thanks to my special someone, Max Scoular for the valuable feedback on my 

communication with the participants.  



 
 

 
 

PERCEPTIONS OF FACULTY AND INSTRUCTIONAL DESIGNERS 

ON MULTICULTURAL LEARNERS’ NEEDS 

IN MASSIVE OPEN ONLINE COURSES  

 

 

An Abstract 
of a Dissertation Presented to the 

Faculty of the College of Education 
University of Houston 

  

 

 

In Partial Fulfillment  
of the Requirements for the Degree 

 

 

Doctor of Philosophy 
 

 

 

 

by 

Trang Phan 

August 2016



vii 
 

Phan, Trang. “Perceptions of faculty and instructional designers on multicultural learners’ 
needs in massive open online courses.” Unpublished Doctor of Education Dissertation, 
University of Houston, August, 2016. 

 

Abstract 

 Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) are one of the most innovative forms of 

online instruction delivered to learners of different language, cultural and educational 

backgrounds around the world. These multicultural learners have diverse communication 

styles, learning behaviors and needs that are manifested and demonstrated differently in 

such a large scale online learning environment as MOOCs. There is little research on how 

aspects of MOOC learners’ diverse cultural backgrounds and learning behaviors are 

perceived, how these learners are characterized in terms of their learning needs, and how 

the MOOC instructors and instructional designers respond to these needs in the course 

design process.  

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to describe how MOOC learners’ 

diverse learning needs, stemming from their different language, cultural and educational 

backgrounds, were perceived and responded to during the course design and delivery. 

Participants were fifteen instructors and instructional designers in American higher 

educational institutions who were involved in designing and delivering a wide variety of 

MOOC subjects on the Coursera hosting platform. The insights of participants into 

specific instructional strategies that were designed especially for MOOC multicultural 

learners’ needs were categorized into three themes: language, content and engagement. 

These strategies aimed to provide support and engage learners with English language 

barriers, who did not have the necessary subject background, or who were not familiar 



 
 

 
 

with the culture of American education. The study also investigated the pedagogical 

challenges and concerns that the participants faced during and after the delivery of the 

MOOCs. Typical challenges included confusions caused during the discussion triggered 

by the subject, the participants’ struggle with the efficiency of peer assessment, and the 

applicability of the content materials for the global audience.   



 
 

Table of Contents 

Chapter                         Page      

Chapter I  Introduction ............................................................................................................. 0 

Reason for Choosing the Topic ......................................................................................... 4 

Purpose and Nature of the Study....................................................................................... 6 

Research Questions ............................................................................................................ 7 

Context of the Study .......................................................................................................... 8 

Definitions of Terms ........................................................................................................ 13 

Importance of the Study .................................................................................................. 15 

Limitations of the Study .................................................................................................. 16 

Chapter Summary ............................................................................................................ 16 

Chapter II  Literature Review ................................................................................................ 18 

Introduction ...................................................................................................................... 18 

Culture and Age-Related Diversity in Online Education .............................................. 19 

The Anatomy of MOOCs ................................................................................................ 23 

The Roles of an Instructor in a MOOC .......................................................................... 33 

MOOC Learners ............................................................................................................... 37 

Pedagogical Considerations for Instructional Design in MOOCs ................................ 42 

Chapter Summary ............................................................................................................ 50 

Chapter III  Methodology ...................................................................................................... 52 

Background and Research Questions ............................................................................. 52 

Research Design Overview ............................................................................................. 52 

Target Population, Participant Recruitment, and Related Procedures .......................... 53 

Data Collection................................................................................................................. 57 

Data Analysis Procedures ................................................................................................ 60 

Credibility ......................................................................................................................... 62 

Chapter Summary ............................................................................................................ 63 

Chapter IV Data Analysis and Results.................................................................................. 64 

Introduction ...................................................................................................................... 64 

Review of Research Design and Data Collection .......................................................... 65 

Review of research design ........................................................................................ 65 



 
 

 
 

Data collection ........................................................................................................... 65 

Description of the Participants ........................................................................................ 66 

A course designer ...................................................................................................... 71 

A course coordinator ................................................................................................. 72 

An administrator and a teacher ................................................................................. 73 

A head of the collaboration team that involved doctoral students.......................... 73 

A co-instructor responding to Coursera’s call for proposal to develop 

specialization courses ................................................................................................ 74 

A course liaison ......................................................................................................... 75 

Description of the Investigated MOOCs and Aspects of Course Design that Address 

Multicultural Learners’ Needs ........................................................................................ 76 

Description of the investigated MOOCs. ................................................................. 76 

Aspects of course design that address multicultural learners’ needs...................... 82 

Findings ............................................................................................................................ 85 

Goals for developing the MOOCs ............................................................................ 85 

MOOC learners: Expectations and reality ............................................................... 86 

Category 1: Instructors and instructional designers’ perceptions of multicultural 

learners’ needs in a MOOC and instructional strategies used to address the needs

..................................................................................................................................... 92 

Theme 1: Language ............................................................................................. 92 

Theme 2: Content ................................................................................................ 96 

Theme 3: Engagement....................................................................................... 102 

Category 2: Pedagogical challenges in addressing multicultural learners’ needs in 

a MOOC ................................................................................................................... 107 

Chapter Summary .......................................................................................................... 113 

Chapter V  Conclusions and Discussion ............................................................................. 114 

Introduction .................................................................................................................... 114 

Summary of the Findings .............................................................................................. 114 

Discussion of the Findings Related to the Literature Review ..................................... 116 

Roles of the instructors and instructional designers in the design and development 

of MOOCs. ............................................................................................................... 116 



xi 
 

Aspects of course design that address multicultural learners’ needs. .................. 117 

Research Questions 1 and 2: Instructors and instructional designers’ perceptions 

of multicultural learners’ needs in a MOOC and instructional strategies used to 

address such needs. .................................................................................................. 120 

Research Question 3: Pedagogical challenges in addressing multicultural learners’ 

needs in a MOOC. ................................................................................................... 126 

Limitations...................................................................................................................... 129 

Significance of the Study............................................................................................... 129 

Implications for Practice ................................................................................................ 131 

Recommendation for Future Research ......................................................................... 132 

Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 133 

References............................................................................................................................. 135 

Appendix A  Interview Protocol ......................................................................................... 154 

Appendix B  Participants’ Professional Profiles ................................................................ 156 

Appendix C  List of the Investigated MOOCs on the Coursera Platform ........................ 164 

 

 

 

 



xii 
 

List of Tables 

Tables                           Page      

1.  Differences among Three Types of MOOCs. ................................................................. 28 

2.  Demographic data of the participants. ............................................................................. 68 

3.  Description of the Investigated MOOCs. ........................................................................ 77 

4.  Aspects of Course Design that Address Multicultural Learners’ Needs ....................... 83 

5.  Expectations and Reality of MOOC Learners’ Backgrounds. ....................................... 88 

6.  Artifacts Reviews: Language Support ............................................................................. 95 

7.  Artifacts Reviews: Content Support .............................................................................. 101 

8.  Artifacts Reviews: Engagement Facilitation ................................................................. 106 

9.  Pedagogical Challenges in Addressing Multicultural Learners’ Needs in a MOOC. 108 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

xiii 
 

 

 

List of Figures 

Tables                           Page      

 

Figure 1.  Henderson's Multiple Cultural Pedagogic Model. .............................................. 21 

Figure 2.  Roles of Instructors and Designers in MOOC Design and Development. ........ 71 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 
 

Chapter I  

Introduction 

Culture is central to learning and essential in communicating, information seeking 

and in shaping individual and group thinking processes (Ladson-Bilings, 1994). A 

pedagogy that acknowledges, responds to and embraces knowledge and insights from 

different cultural groups provides fuller access to education and makes it more appealing 

(Gay, 2000; Nieto, 1999). Culturally responsive teaching accounts for Gay’s (2000) 

phenomenal work with the rationale that knowledge and skills are best perceived when 

they are situated in a way that is personally meaningful to the students. That is, the 

academic achievement of these culturally diverse students will be significantly improved 

if the knowledge is filtered through their own cultural experience (Au & Kawakami, 

1994; Foster, 1995; Gay, 2000; Hollins, 1996; Kleinfeld, 1975; Ladson-Billings, 1994, 

1995).  

Designing and teaching courses for a culturally diverse student population 

provides both challenges and rewards (Fine & Handelsman, 2010) and becomes critically 

important in all levels of education, especially in this fast-paced, multicultural society. 

Students who speak English as a second language may face several natural 

disadvantages, such as their English vocabulary being less extensive than their 

classmates’, their having difficulty understanding and speaking idiomatic language, or 

their following the fast speech that characterizes American class discussion. These 

disadvantages might hinder the development of their oral skills and could single them out 

from the classroom community.
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Cultural differences influence student academic performance in addition to 

language problems. Asian student learning styles are memorization-based with little 

focus on argument making and critical thinking development or questioning their 

teachers (Wong, 2004). These students are taught not to challenge the teacher in the class 

because that is a sign of disrespect. In the classroom that involves international students, 

the instructor needs to be cautious about asking them to criticize other students’ 

viewpoint, and especially the teacher’s. 

On the other hand, teaching students from a variety of backgrounds provides huge 

instructional opportunities because of the rich inputs brought by a variety of students. 

Diversity of students’ experience, age, religion, race, ethnicity, gender and many other 

attributes contributes to the richness of the teaching and learning environment (Fine & 

Handelsman, 2010). Instructors can build integrated lessons that invite the examination of 

the subject from multiple perspectives, allow students to synthesize their knowledge 

through interdisciplinary group work, and require them to evaluate their ability to view a 

topic from multiple angles. In order to overcome the challenges and accomplish the 

benefits, the instructor needs to do rigorous pre-instructional planning, be acquainted 

with the materials from other disciplines, explain to the students the approach being used 

and deliver the content in a coherent manner so that the students can see how topic areas 

are connected. Course planning must take into account the language and cultural diversity 

among the student body (McLoughlin, 2007). 

Acknowledging students’ culturally diverse backgrounds is manifested very 

differently in an online learning environment. Virtual interaction with the students in an 

online learning environment precludes the normal non-verbal communication that 
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characterizes the traditional classroom. For example, a learned non-verbal behavior like a 

wink or an innate one such as a blush can give the instructor a cue that the student feels 

uncomfortable but is not able to express it directly (Thompson, 1973). Such cues are not 

evident in a virtual classroom. Nonetheless, nonverbal behaviors have universal meaning, 

though many of them are culturally varied. For example, the nonverbal act of looking 

directly into somebody’s eye during a conversation is culturally based. In Asian culture, 

it is a sign of disrespect to make direct eye contact with a person of higher social status 

(Suinn, 2006). In Arabian cultures, individuals tend to gaze more directly in 

conversations and for a longer periods than other cultures (Matsumoto, 2006). The 

presence of these cues may or may not produce an effect in a face-to-face classroom, but 

they do not exist in an online classroom. In a large scale online learning environment 

such as a MOOC, the learner population multiplies in size and may be much more 

culturally diverse as compared to a conventional online course. The need to understand 

students’ multicultural backgrounds that influence learning needs and behaviors is 

therefore both great and urgent. 

Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) are web-based online courses offered 

for learners around the world regardless of their age, race, social or educational status. 

MOOC learners are offered access to learning resources and opportunities without 

admission requirements and generally at little to no cost. Thus, MOOCs are considered to 

be a means to democratize education by serving underserved populations (learners with 

low income) (Wulf, Brenner, & Leimeister, 2014). As an example, in the two MOOCs 

Powerful Tools for Teaching and Learning: Digital Storytelling and Powerful Tools for 

Teaching and Learning: Web 2.0. offered by the College of Education at the University 
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of Houston, the underserved groups accounted for 37% and 43% of the total participants 

respectably. Because of their accessibility, MOOCs enhance learner diversity by 

welcoming learners from emerging economies which in turn enriches a university's 

offerings to the community. 

Hence, in order to reach the goals of embracing diversity, improving campus-

based programs and enriching the university’s offerings to the community, instructors 

need to understand and acknowledge diversity among the learners, and institutions must 

understand how to support faculty in achieving high quality pedagogical design of 

MOOCs. Such design must take into consideration the many different aspects of MOOC 

learners’ diversity and their various learning needs. Given the absence of physical 

interaction and the knowledge of the learners’ background found in a conventional face-

to-face or online learning environment, how is the identification of and response to the 

diverse learners’ needs manifested during the design phase of a MOOC? To what extent 

can strategies used in a traditional multicultural classroom be applied and modified in a 

massive open online learning environment? 

Reason for Choosing the Topic 

During the first days of assisting in the design of the aforementioned MOOCs in 

the College of Education at the University of Houston, I realized there was so much 

unknown about the learners for whom the MOOCs were intended. The design team 

started without any basic demographic information about the learners, such as their 

country of origin, native language, educational background, and employment status.  Nor 

did the team have more in-depth information, such as how the learners might respond to 

and interact with the course content that was being designed for them. Not knowing who 
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the audience would be, we didn't know how any of the above factors might affect their 

learning behaviors in our MOOCs or what their motivations and expectations from the 

courses might be. Due to the lack of insight into these factors, our design plans for the 

courses were fluid in structure from the beginning, and the design of the course materials 

went through multiple revisions. One strategy we used was each team member signed up 

to explore a particular MOOC on the hosting platform of Coursera and to uncover its 

design insights and instructional philosophy by being a student. In another strategy, we 

mapped out possible enrollment of our potential learners and planned the course content 

based on these speculated subgroups. While we realized that these strategies were a great 

help in designing the MOOCs, they were, nonetheless, conjecture. 

I began to ponder how MOOCs were designed in other American higher 

education institutions. I wondered if the MOOC instructors and instructional designers 

had gone through similar conjectural processes as we did in our institution, and if so, 

what their design processes looked like. A few questions that came to mind were: What 

did MOOC instructors and designers in other institutions understand about the 

multicultural backgrounds of their learners?  What might be a good approach to predict 

the learner’s needs?  To what extent did the MOOC instructors and instructional 

designers consider possible strategies to address those needs? Being increasingly 

intrigued by the widely varying potential answers for these questions, I formed my 

research topic: to explore MOOC instructors’ and instructional designers’ perceptions of 

their MOOC learners’ diverse backgrounds and needs; how these perceptions would 

manifest in their MOOC designs and influence the choice of instructional strategies uses 

to address those needs; and possible difficulties they might face in doing so. 
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Purpose and Nature of the Study 

This study explored perceptions of MOOC instructors and designers regarding the 

multicultural learners in these courses, their learning needs and behaviors and how these 

perceptions were manifested during the design phase. It also examined different 

instructional strategies that MOOC instructors and instructional designers used to respond 

to the learners’ needs in the MOOC learning environment and pedagogical challenges 

they faced when designing the MOOCs for tens or hundreds of thousands of students 

across the globe. This qualitative study sought the answers to the above questions through 

different sources of data, such as recollections of the learners’ demographic provided by 

the MOOC instructors and designers participating in the research, course content data of 

the investigated MOOCs conducted by the researcher, and other data sources from 

interviews with MOOC instructors and designers.  

 Current issues on MOOC research include the influence of MOOCs on the future 

of higher education (Billington & Fronmuller, 2013), the effects of MOOCs on learning 

and teaching (Martin, 2012), the educational problems MOOCs might solve (Rivard, 

2013), the gaps in MOOC research (Liyanagunawardena, Adams & Williams, 2013), and 

the blending of face-to-face classes with online MOOC classes (Bruff, Fisher, McEwen, 

& Smith, 2013). This study proposed a new research agenda focusing on: 1) insights into 

learners’ behaviors and needs as determined by their multicultural backgrounds by 

MOOC instructors and instructional designers; 2) responses to the identified needs during 

MOOC design and development; and 3) possible pedagogical challenges identified by the 

instructors and instructional designers when attempting to respond to the needs. There are 

two original contributions of this study to MOOC instructors and course designers. First, 



7 
 

 
 

it provides a set of resources on profiles of global MOOC learners and their learning 

behaviors. Second, it suggests pedagogical lessons, including instructional strategies used 

to respond to the needs and pedagogical challenges encountered when doing so, which 

can be used by the next generation of MOOC instructors and designers. These lessons 

could also be applied to traditional online and face-to-face courses that involve a diverse 

group of multicultural learners. 

Research Questions 

This research study explored MOOC instructors’ and instructional designers’ 

perceptions of their multicultural learners and how they translated those perceptions into 

their MOOC design, as well as possible pedagogical challenges they faced during the 

process and instructional strategies that they used to address the needs. It is worth noting 

that at a number of universities, a MOOC instructor and an instructional designer are the 

same person. At other universities, the instructional design department is a separate unit 

where instructional designers work collaboratively with subject matter experts, the 

MOOC instructors, on designing the MOOCs. From this purpose come the following 

research questions: 

• What were MOOC instructors’ and designers’ perceptions of multicultural 

learners’ needs when designing MOOCs? 

• What instructional strategies were used to address multicultural learners’ needs in 

a MOOC learning environment? 

• What were the pedagogical challenges that MOOC instructors and designers faced 

in determining and addressing multicultural learners’ needs in a MOOC? 
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Context of the Study 

MOOCs and types of MOOCs. The term “Massive Open Online Course” 

(MOOC) was first used to describe a twelve-week online course, Connectivism and 

Connected Knowledge, designed by George Siemens and Stephen Downes and offered at 

the University of Manitoba, Canada, in the fall semester of 2008 (Cormier & Siemens, 

2010). “Massive” refers to the capacity for courses to enroll large numbers of students, as 

well as to track vast quantities of participant activity and performance data. “Open” refers 

to no or low-cost participation. “Open” also refers to produced materials for the course 

that are accessible to all learners with an adequate Internet connection. As online courses, 

MOOCs are available via the Internet on a variety of devices and thus expand access 

beyond the traditional campus. Labeled as a “course,” a MOOC is framed in a time 

period with a beginning and an ending point, provides a coherent set of resources, and 

follows a sequence of activities organized by an instructor in order to address specific 

learning objectives (Hollands & Tirthali, 2014). 

Classifications of MOOCs may vary depending upon the pedagogical interactions, 

learning outcomes, or learners’ experiences (Haavind & Sistek-Chandler, 2015). MOOCs 

are generally categorized into two types, cMOOCs and xMOOCs, based on the course 

content structure, expectations of learners’ performance, and assessment methods. 

Connectivist MOOCs, known as cMOOCs, are fluid in structure. They focus more on an 

overarching instructional goal and are less directive with respect to process. Fostering 

social interaction through sharing ideas and negotiation of meaning is encouraged in a 

cMOOC (Bonk, Lee, Reeves, & Reynolds, in press). Learners in a cMOOCs build their 

knowledge through co-creating assignments with peers. The role of the instructor is to act 
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as a facilitator by aggregating, reviewing, summarizing and reflecting on participant 

activity on a daily or weekly basis (Hollands & Tirthali, 2014). The success of a cMOOC 

is highly dependent on participant interaction via discussion forums (Andersen & Ponti, 

2014). 

Content-based MOOCs, or xMOOCs, present the course content through different 

modules of knowledge and methods that assess learners’ mastery of the knowledge (Kim, 

2015). Course content usually includes short lecture videos each week, often supported 

by supplementary readings, and assignments. Assessments that count toward the learner’s 

final score are usually multiple-choice or short answer quizzes that are auto-graded. 

Beginning in 2013, a pMOOC model emerged in addition to the above two types 

of MOOCs. A pMOOC is content-based and highly structured in terms of how the course 

content is organized and presented, but it also blends a project-based model of 

assessment. Learners in a pMOOC create a collaborative project or problem-solving 

assignment to earn a grade (Reeves & Hedberg, 2014). In this type of MOOCs, the task 

for the learner is to design a project that is reviewed by peers using an articulated rubric 

created by the instructor or teaching staff (Haavind & Sistek-Chandler, 2015). Course 

completion requirements in a pMOOC typically include submitting projects for peer 

grades and reviewing a number of mini-projects designed by peers (Haavind & Sistek-

Chandler, 2015). The MOOCs examined in this study include all these types of MOOCs: 

cMOOCs, xMOOCs, and pMOOCs.  

A few words about MOOC pedagogy. The technical capacity for massive 

enrollments, together with open acceptance of all learners who sign up for MOOCs, has 

raised significant implications for MOOC pedagogy (Klobas, Mackintosh, & Murphy, 
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2014). For example, according to a white paper by the UK Centre for Educational 

Technology, Interoperability and Standards (CETIS), openness in MOOCs (i.e. open 

assessment and open curriculum) allow the learners to choose whether or not to have 

their work assessed as in pMOOCs or allow learners to create their own curriculum  as in 

cMOOCs (Yuan & Powell, 2013). Openness in MOOCs can also include: 1) the use of 

open standards and formats for coding, storing, and sharing learning resources and data; 

2) open scheduling in which learners can take the course over any period of time of their 

choice; or 3) “open access” in which learners of diverse backgrounds are admitted with 

little restriction on their age, prior knowledge, and intellectual capacity (Klobas, 

Mackintosh, & Murphy, 2014). 

The Internet-based environment and the open nature of MOOCs also allow 

pedagogical changes to occur in MOOCs offered by an institution without affecting their 

campus-based courses (Marshall, 2013). The mingling of students with teachers and 

professionals from around the world provides diverse professional development 

experiences for the learners. The same is true of resources. Resources gathered from 

around the globe provide a better opportunity for learning than using resources from only 

one or two sources, particularly if those resources are brought to the class by the learner. 

Nonetheless, the lack of admissions requirements in MOOCs challenges course 

instructors and designers to balance learning objectives, to develop appropriate sequence 

and pace, to use quality learning materials, and to create satisfactory methods of 

instruction. The large number of participants in a course also presents challenges to 

interaction and assessment. Klobas, Mackintosh, and Murphy (2014) suggest certain 

pedagogical considerations be made by MOOC designers and teachers, such as 
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identifying the course purpose and audience; setting course timing, establishing the pace 

and effort, defining course structure and content; and designing interaction and 

assessment. Nevertheless, absent from these pedagogical guidelines is the examination of 

aspects of MOOC learners’ diverse cultural backgrounds and how that cultural diversity 

is translated into their learning behaviors and needs. 

Large class teaching in higher education. MacGregor et al. (2000) challenged 

the concept of large classes that are historically lecture-based, instructor-centered and 

require minimal learner engagement. According to these researchers, the large size and 

the anonymous nature of large traditional classes make it impossible to facilitate learners’ 

involvement and intellectual development, learning and success (MacGregor et al., 2000). 

Empirical evidence shows the negative effect of large class size on learning outcomes 

such as difficulties in incorporating interactive, learner-discussions, emphasis on 

memorization of knowledge, and limited demonstration of critical and abstract thinking 

(Fischer & Grant, 1983; Penner, 1984; Bligh, 2002). In addition, large class size 

negatively affects the opportunities for learners to ask questions (Stones, 1970), the 

ability to receive personal feedback due to the large volume of learners (Tinto, 1993), the 

ability to pay adequate attention (Wulff et al., 1987), and accuracy of course grading 

compared to small size classes (Cuseo, 2004). 

The challenges are even more overwhelming in a massive course in a virtual 

learning environment where learners are literally neither known nor seen by the 

instructor. Planning a course to serve anonymous and diverse groups of learners around 

the world presents layers of different challenges. The course may be well intended, but 

good intentions do not necessarily equal success. As David Gelernter, a computer 
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scientist at Yale said, “If you have three pet dogs, give them names. If you have 10,000 

head of cattle, don’t bother” (Gelernter in Long & Siemens, 2011, p. 32). Siemens 

interpreted the quote as if you have an unprecedentedly large class size, you need to 

figure out a different technique from the traditional way to handle it (Siemens, 2015).  

The massive nature of MOOCs makes it impossible to apply traditional 

pedagogical methods that are used in small size conventional classes and expect them to 

work. For example, it is impossible for a teacher to be involved in the discussion and 

assessment process or to provide personal customized feedback on an assignment to each 

of thousands of learners in a MOOC. Furthermore, in a conventional course, instructors 

can rely on the admission criteria to predict learners’ entry level skills, and these criteria 

generally guide course content design to meet the majority of the learners’ needs. 

However, in a MOOC learning environment where learners’ levels of competency can 

spread across a wide spectrum, it can be extremely challenging and arbitrary to determine 

the entry skill levels of each group of learners, let alone individual learners, and 

responding to their needs becomes even trickier. 

Learners’ cultural backgrounds play a significant role in their learning behaviors 

and communication styles in an online learning environment and probably more so in 

MOOCs. Learners from Western societies most likely have different patterns of learning 

behaviors and ways of acquiring knowledge than those from the Eastern hemisphere due 

to the social, cultural values that they were brought up with and the way they were 

trained at school. Asian learners from China, Japan or South East Asia, for example, 

reflect a predominant method of acquiring new knowledge through memorization and 

repetition whereas Western learners are more inclined to extensive reading, critical 
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thinking and analyzing skill development (Yang, Zheng, & Li, 2006). Asian learners are 

quieter and more introverted while Western learners tend to appreciate active 

participation and contribution in the class discussion (Maringe & Sing, 2014). In a virtual 

learning environment that involves learners across the globe, manifestations of their 

learning behaviors under the umbrella of cultural identity are most likely much more 

complex and obscure due to the cultural interaction and exchanges among the learners, 

and assimilation and adaptation happening along the way. 

It is important to mention that MOOCs do not just bring challenges to teaching 

and learning. It is the massive and open nature of MOOCs that offer numerous 

opportunities for improving course design. For example, the open content of MOOCs has 

an enormous impact on the learners by offering a participatory, widely connected 

learning environment that was heretofore impossible (Jacoby, 2014). The connection 

between the learners, the change of the instructor’s role to a facilitator and a fellow 

contributor, and the recognition and practice of students’ expertise and proactivity in an 

increasingly networked learning environment such as a MOOC (Stewart, 2013) are the 

predominant values of this type of course.  

Definitions of Terms  

 Culture refers to the learned patterns of human knowledge, values and beliefs and 

behaviors that are transferred through generations (Hofstede & McCrae, 2004). Simply 

put, culture includes customary beliefs, arts, etc., of a particular society, group, place, or 

time. Fully defined, culture refers to the integrated pattern of human knowledge, belief, 

and behavior that depends upon the capacity for learning and transmitting knowledge to 

succeeding generations. It includes the customary beliefs, social forms, and material traits 
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of a racial, religious, or social group; or the characteristic features of everyday existence 

(as diversions or a way of life) shared by people in a place or time. It composes the set of 

shared attitudes, values, goals, and practices that characterizes an institution or 

organization (Merriam Webster Dictionary, 2016).  

Learners in the context of this study refer to the population who enroll in a 

massive open online course (MOOC).  

Diversity refers to a reality created by individuals and groups from a broad 

spectrum of demographic and philosophical differences. Diversity includes knowing and 

tolerating differences, relating and practicing mutual respect for qualities and conditions 

that are different from one’s own (i.e. age, ethnicity, class, gender, race, gender 

expression, educational background, work experiences, etc.), recognizing both the 

privileges and disadvantages of the discrimination, respecting individual rights to self-

identification, and recognizing no single culture being superior to the other 

(Queensborough Community College, n.d.) 

Multicultural learners in this study refer to the inclusion of different types of 

people of different races, cultures, ages, genders, employment statuses and educational 

backgrounds who enroll in a MOOC.  

Throughout the study, a number of synonymous terms will be repeatedly used to 

indicate the same groups being involved in the study.  

The term students was used to refer to the individuals who attend a school, 

college or university, either face-to-face or online.   

The term learners and audience were used interchangeably to refer to individuals 

who sign up for the Coursera MOOCs.  
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The term participants and participants were used interchangeably to refer to the 

MOOC instructors or instructional designers who were participating in the interviewing 

process of this research study.  

The term candidates referred to the MOOC instructors or instructional designers 

who were invited to participate in the interviewing process but not necessarily accepted 

the invitation.  

The terms instructional designers, course designers, or designers were used 

interchangeably to refer to individuals who were involved in the design and development 

of the MOOCs and who participated in this study.  

Importance of the Study 

Since 2012, higher education institutions have experimented with applying 

innovative learning technologies to produce and present free content online, and deliver 

the content to learners across the globe. The result is that many institutions around the 

world now offer MOOCs. Within three years of their introduction to mainstream 

audiences, millions of dollars were spent on developing MOOC platforms and courses 

(Siemens, 2012), and millions of people had registered for MOOCs (more than 900,000 

people signed up for MOOCs on Coursera alone) (Young, 2012). Yet, there is little 

research on MOOCs and how MOOC learners’ needs, derived from their diverse cultural 

identities, are identified and addressed. If universities intend to continue funding these 

free courses that target global learners, it is important to investigate these learners’ 

various learning needs and design instructional strategies that respond to them. 

This study is a small step toward learning more about how MOOC instructors and 

instructional designers perceive the needs of learners from a variety of cultures, and how 
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this perception influences course design and delivery. Collected data may help inform 

course developers of the diverse learning needs of the learners, thereby enhancing 

pedagogical supports. Appropriate course design features can be determined for use in 

designing MOOCs that respond to learners’ needs. It is hoped that findings from this 

study will be implemented in future MOOC designs and improve MOOC learners’ 

outcomes and satisfaction. 

Limitations of the Study 

There are several known limitations for this study. MOOCs are a relatively new 

phenomenon, and few empirical studies on MOOCs exist at this time. Because 

participants in this study teach at institutions across the United States, and given the time 

and financial constraints that prevented the researcher from traveling, only online modes 

of communication were chosen to carry out the data collection process. 

Chapter Summary 

Chapter 1 provided details of this study and an overview of why this research 

study was needed. With all the rapid changes in higher education, MOOCs are a 

relatively new educational solution that may or may not meet the learning requirements 

of the global learners that they target. However, the merit of bringing quality education 

from prestigious universities to a global audience and providing opportunities for lifelong 

learning is laudable and therefore, worthy of further research. However, as indicated 

earlier, because of the scarcity of research on MOOCs in the literature, more thorough 

investigations on MOOCs are needed to determine if this is an effective learning model to 

realize the goals of increasing access and achieving effective learning. 
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Knowing more about learners’ needs and incorporating responses to those needs 

in the course content design and management is powerful and helps to make achievement 

more feasible for different groups of learners. By conducting this study, the researcher 

hopes to add to the rapidly developing body of knowledge in the design and teaching of 

MOOCs in order to help course instructors and designers meet the challenges of teaching 

to a global audience, as well as other widely divergent groups within the United States.
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Chapter II  

Literature Review 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this study was to describe the perceptions of MOOC instructors 

and designers regarding multicultural learners’ needs in their courses and how those 

perceptions are manifested in the design phase of the MOOC. The study also examined 

the perceptions of these instructors and designers about the pedagogical challenges they 

faced when designing the MOOCs for learners across the globe. In addition, the study 

explored different instructional strategies that MOOC instructors and designers used to 

respond to the learners’ needs in the MOOC learning environment. This study focused on 

answering the following questions: 

• What were MOOC instructors’ and designers’ perceptions of multicultural 

learners’ needs when designing MOOCs? 

• What instructional strategies were used to address multicultural learners’ needs in 

a MOOC learning environment? 

• What were the pedagogical challenges that MOOC instructors and designers faced 

in determining and addressing multicultural learners’ needs in a MOOC? 

Chapter 2 presents a comprehensive review of literature that serves to set the 

prerequisite understanding to approach the research questions. The topics covered in this 

chapter include: 1) culture and age-related diversity in online learning; 2) the anatomy of 

MOOCs; 3) the roles of an instructor in a MOOC; 4) MOOC learners; 5) designing 

courses for culturally diverse online learning; and 6) MOOC pedagogy. 
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Culture and Age-Related Diversity in Online Education 

 A review of cultural issues in web-based education reveals limited research 

findings on the impact of different teaching techniques on diverse cultural groups in the 

online learning environment, or any relationship between cultural dimensions and the 

design of effective online learning (Wang & Reeves, 2007). Goodfellow and Hewling 

(2005) categorized cultural issues in the online learning environment into three themes: 

the existence of dominant cultural values embedded in teaching materials and methods 

(Gunawardena et al., 2003), potential miscommunication among learners from different 

cultures in online discussion activities (Wong & Trinidad, 2004), and the emergence of 

an academic culture within an online program (Hakkarainen, 2003). This paper adopts the 

definition of culture presented by Ke, Chavez and Herrera (2013) that involves 1) 

learning and communication styles brought by individual learners and influenced by their 

preexisting cultural identity, and 2) patterns of engagement in online learning 

environment by these learners. A number of major cultural issues in online learning 

environment can be traced back to language differences in content and communication 

(Joo, 1999). Examples are the clash between the low-context norm of online pedagogies 

and high-context norm of learner’s cultural values (Adeoye & Wentling, 2007; Anakwe 

et al. 1999; Wang, 2007), and their different beliefs in the value of knowledge and how to 

acquire it (Chen, Bennett, & Maton, 2008; Makoe, 2006). 

  Despite the high need to accommodate cultural differences in online instruction, 

it is very challenging for the instructor to accommodate the culture of every learner, 

especially in a large class. This becomes a problem when the values from one culture are 

not seen as appropriate in another (Reeves & Reeves, 1997). Principles proposed to 
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construct culturally accommodating pedagogy in an online learning environment include 

creating constructivist and equitable online environment and allowing different 

configurations of pedagogical operations (Collis, 1999; McLoughlin & Oliver, 2000; 

Wang & Reeves, 2007). 

A review of literature on online education across cultures reveals 44 articles on 

the subject. Almost half of them provides insights into online learning experiences and 

perceptions of students of different cultures. The remainder explores the development of 

cross-cultural online instruction from the institutional point of view (Ke & Chavez, 

2013). Findings on the online learning experience reveal that learners’ thoughts and 

actions in a regular online class conflicted with those of the minority groups of languages 

and cultures, and the reasons could be their different cultural values (Adeoye & 

Wentling, 2007; Anakwe, Kessler, & Christensen, 1999), or their different beliefs about 

the nature of knowledge (Chen, Bennett, & Maton, 2008; Makoe, 2006). Suggestions for 

the importance of online pedagogy has been focused on the micro level by dealing with 

learner language and learning styles, but Van de Branden and Lambert (1999) challenged 

that idea with the argument that online learning environment also creates its own learning 

environment. They closely associated the concept of online and distant learning with the 

principle of cultural mobility, lifelong learning, and accept cultural difference at a starting 

point of learning and treat it as a fact.  

Important issues in online instruction across cultures are: 1) impact of learners’ 

culture and language on their learning behaviors (Anderson & Simpson, 2007), and 2) the 

design and implementation of specific models of instruction to address student ways of 

learning and interaction online (Llambi et. al., 2008; Smith & Ayers, 2006). For example, 
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Johari (2005) suggested responding to learner needs of language, learning styles and 

preferences by integrating eight different methods in preparing instructional materials and 

strategies to match learners to different courses (i.e. language, educational culture, 

technical infrastructure, primary audience, learning styles, reasoning patterns, cultural 

context, and social context). Henderson (1996, 2007) built her Multiple Cultural 

Pedagogic Model of interactive multimedia instructional design that adds on Reeves’ 14 

dimensions (i.e. pedagogical philosophy, goal orientation, role of instructor, value of 

errors, motivation, etc.) to incorporate multicultural perspectives and allow learners to 

maintain their various cultural identities. 

 

Figure 1.  Henderson's Multiple Cultural Pedagogic Model. 

Critical findings on online instruction across cultures indicate that the practices 

and approaches usually applied in online learning are often at odds with the different 
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ways of thinking and acting by learners of diverse cultures and languages (Ke & Chavez, 

2013). These cultural and language differences cause major barriers for the design and 

implementation of online communication (Dillon et al., 2007). For example, it occurs to 

both native speakers and non-native speakers that language differences such as different 

usages of words and writing styles can be a major factor that contributes to their feeling 

of culturally disconnected. Different learning styles, different forms of communication 

and different personal expectations among different cultural groups of learners also 

impact their learning and communication effectiveness (Dillon et al., 2007).  

Research on age-related diversity in higher education online learning 

environments identify older online learners as non-traditional students over 24 years of 

age (Ke & Chavez, 2013) who return to postsecondary education part time (Davis, 2006; 

McGivney, 2004) and demonstrate significant academic and lifestyle difference 

compared to the traditional students (Guido-Dibrito & Chavez, 2003; Richardson & 

King, 1998). On the other hand, flexible time and space of online learning allows them to 

do school work around their job and family responsibilities (Cercone, 2008). Thus, 

patterns of engagement in online discussions and online learning processes might differ 

by age. For example, Chyung (2007) and Hoskins and van Hooff (2005) reported that 

older adult learners (i.e. 40 to 57 years of age) posted more online messages. The 

hypothesis for this is as adult learners get older and have more work experience, they 

may be able or willing to provide more comments based on their experiences (Chyung, 

2007). Older learners learn best through active experimentation and converging 

observations and reflections to form theories or conclusions (Buerck, Malmstrom, & 
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Peppers, 2003) besides demonstrating higher self-regulated learning ability and IT skills 

(Shinkareva & Benson, 2007). 

Overall, current literature on culture and age-related diversity contribute valuable 

suggestions to respond to learners’ cultural needs in an online class and recognize 

endeavors made by the instructor to respond to such needs. However, the challenges of 

accommodating the cultural needs of each learner, especially in a large online class, is 

very difficult to overcome. The literature also shows the lack of comprehensive empirical 

studies that examine the relationship between these aspects of learner diversity across 

disciplines and with a broader age and culture range from the population.   

The Anatomy of MOOCs 

A MOOC is more than its parts of massive, open, online course. MOOCs are 

associated with the capacity of the current technology platforms that allow massive 

number of learners to enroll, the values of the platforms (Coursera, edX, and others) and 

course instructors (university professors), and the very philanthropic idea that courses can 

be offered for free to low cost by the best teachers from the best universities for anyone 

who wishes to enroll (Klobas, Mackintosh, & Murphy, 2014). This section of the chapter 

deals with the anatomy of MOOC courses, current practices in relation to educational and 

psychological theories, and pedagogical issues associated with MOOC components and 

users. 

What is a MOOC? The term “MOOC” (Massive Open Online Course) was 

coined by David Cormier (Cormier & Siemens, 2010) to describe a twelve-week online 

course, Connectivism and Connected Knowledge, designed by George Siemens and 

Stephen Downes and offered at the University of Manitoba, Canada, in the fall semester 
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2008. The term “Massive” refers to the actual numbers of course participants, the 

capacity for courses to enroll large numbers, the capability to allow very high levels of 

participant activity and generate large amounts of performance data. “Open” refers to the 

possibility for anyone with an adequate Internet connection to participate in the course. 

Openness in MOOCs requires an open delivery platform that gives learners free access 

when they sign up for the course. As online courses, MOOCs are available via the 

Internet on a variety of devices to facilitate scale and to expand access beyond the 

traditional campus. To be labeled as a “course,” a MOOC should be bounded by time: it 

has a beginning and end point. However a new flexible option was recently made 

available for on-demand courses in the Coursera platform. A MOOC provides a coherent 

set of resources and follows a sequence of activities organized by an instructor in order to 

address specific learning objectives (Hollands & Tirthali, 2014). 

Types of MOOCs. Ebben and Murphy (2014) did a comprehensive search of 

nine academic databases on MOOC scholarship from 2009-2013 and conceptualized two 

phases of MOOCs: Connectivist MOOCs (cMOOCs) and content-based MOOCs 

(xMOOCs). 

Connectivist cMOOCs, engagement and creativity 2009-2011/2012. The two 

central themes of this phase are: 1) the development of Connectivism as a learning 

theory, and 2) technological experimentation and innovation with Connectivism in early 

cMOOCs. A common research question in this early phase was aimed at understanding 

the under-performing learners in a massive course (Ebben & Murphy, 2014). The 

attributes of Connectivism by early cMOOCs investigators include 

autonomous/independent learning style; engaged learning in an open environment; and 
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participatory interactivity emphasis. Key questions raised in this MOOC phase evolve 

around autonomous learning such as: 1) What is the best way to create a high-quality 

learning environment for self-directed learners? 2) Are the principles of Connectivism 

getting realized properly and fully in MOOCs? 3) What is the best way to support 

autonomous learners in MOOCs?, and 4) What are the most effective tools and 

applications for learners? (Ebben & Murphy, 2014). 

In terms of course structure, cMOOCs are described as more fluid in structure that 

addresses an overarching instructional goal or question. The success of the cMOOCs is 

determined by learner interaction on the discussion forums. Course assignments are 

usually customized products, such as blog posts, images, diagrams, or videos generated 

by learners using a variety of social media. The instructor in a cMOOC plays the role of a 

facilitator by aggregating, reviewing, summarizing and reflecting on the learner’s activity 

in a daily or weekly basis (Hollands & Tirthali, 2014). 

Content-based or modern xMOOCs, learning analytics and assessment 2012-

2013. An xMOOC is an existing conventional course made available online, and thus 

employs the pedagogical practice and format of the traditional face-to-face classroom 

(Pomerol, Epelboin, & Thoury, 2015). These are the knowledge transmission courses that 

are structured as weekly sequences of activities and require individual learners to 

participate in activities that approximate a conventional classroom course. Instruction 

includes several short lecture videos per week, often supported by supplementary 

readings, and problem sets. Assessments that count towards the participant’s final score 

are provided, usually weekly, in the form of auto-graded multiple choices or short answer 

quizzes or peer-graded assignments. Online discussion forums allow learners to engage 
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with each other and request technical and instructional support or are used to create a 

sense of community (Hollands & Tirthali, 2014). Platforms such as Coursera or edX are 

currently the principal providers of the content-based xMOOCs. 

Modern xMOOCs and learning analytics. A large part of statistical data 

collection for the xMOOCs is called “learning analytics.” The data are used to identify 

patterns to understand learning behaviors and outcomes based on demographical data and 

correlate learner characteristics (i.e. age, gender, nationality, etc.) with achievement in 

MOOCs. In this regard, Breslow et al. (2013) found that achievement is more correlated 

with individual knowledge and competencies than with the learner’s demographic data. 

Analytics also helps to identify ways learners use course materials available in MOOCs, 

to recognize high-performing individuals and draw their activities and behaviors in the 

MOOCs, and to determine the best way to present the course materials. According to 

Breslow et al. (2013), learning analytics research offers a deeper understanding about the 

ways in which backgrounds and learners’ engagement with course content either support 

or hinder their ability to pursue and complete the course. Clow (2013), on the other hand, 

provided speculations about MOOC low completion rate. MOOC learners come and go, 

and use MOOCs resources by taking the specific bits and pieces they seek. There is less 

initial commitment to consistent progress throughout the course, and a tendency for 

strongly non-homogeneous patterns of engagement in the MOOCs by the learners.  

The boundaries between the types of MOOCs are not always clear. There are 

MOOCs that share both characteristics of an xMOOC and a cMOOC. For instance, there 

are content-based, highly structured MOOCs that also employ a use of blend project-

based model of assessment that requires learners to design a project and uses peer review 
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with a detailed rubric provided by the instructor. This type of MOOC is called pMOOC 

(or project-based MOOC). Course completion requirements in a pMOOC typically 

include submitting projects for peer feedback and reviewing a number of mini projects 

designed by peers (Haavind & Sistek-Chandler, 2015).  

Reeves and Hedberg (2014) described the differences among the three types of 

MOOCs as shown in Table 1. 
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Table 1 

Differences among Three Types of MOOCs 

Type of MOOC cMOOC xMOOC pMOOC 

Learner Role Active Passive Active 

Instructor Role Co-learner Sage on video stage Guide on the side 

Learning Theory Connectivism Behaviorism Constructivism 

Primary Pedagogy Knowledge integration Knowledge duplication Knowledge production 

Metaphor “We link movies” “We watch movies” “We make movies” 

Development approach Learning design Instructional design Educational design research 

Primary type of assessment Self-Assessment External and/or peer assessment Self and/or Client assessment 

Funding Source Seat of the pants funding Large external funding Moderate client provided funding 
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MOOC technology. MOOCs merge the strengths of online learning with 

pedagogy and instructional technology such as Web-enhanced learning, Connectivism 

theory, learning management systems, e-learning, computer-based education and training 

(Klobas, Mackintosh, & Murphy, 2014). Owing to the technical capacity for massive 

enrollments as well as the open acceptance of all learners who sign up for a MOOC, there 

are significant implications for MOOC pedagogy. For example, according to a white 

paper by the UK Centre for Educational Technology, Interoperability and Standards, two 

definitions of openness are emerging among MOOCs: open assessment and open 

curriculum. Open assessment means learners choose whether or not to have their work 

assessed, while open curriculum means learners create their own curriculum (Yuan & 

Powell, 2013). However, interpretations of the word "open" in MOOCs are more than 

just about assessment and curriculum. Open can also describe the use of open standards 

and formats for coding, storing, and sharing learning resources and data, or open 

scheduling in which learners can take the course over any period of time of their choice. 

Importantly, "open" can also be “open access,” which means the MOOC welcomes 

learners’ diverse backgrounds with few restrictions on their age, prior knowledge, and 

intellectual capacity. This, as mentioned above, is one of the merits of MOOCs, but open 

access also causes critical pedagogical issues and challenges for MOOC designers as they 

design a MOOC for learners of diverse backgrounds, needs, skills, and expectations. 

MOOC learners. MOOC learners are the ones who voluntarily sign up for a 

MOOC. Unlike a conventional online course, not all MOOC learners intend to complete 

the course. The diversity of learner intentions and backgrounds, as well as the various 

offline learning activities they pursue, distinguish the MOOC context from traditional 
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classrooms (Breslow, Pritchard, DeBoer, Stump, Ho, & Seaton, 2013). In other words, 

the massive participation, the open content, and the free-of-charge nature of MOOCs 

allow different levels of participation among the learners. Klobas et al. (2014) rigorously 

categorized MOOC learners based on their participation in the course and their 

interaction with the materials into six groups: 1) “Registrants,” who register for a MOOC 

but do no more; 2) “Scanners,” who scan some materials without downloading or 

participating; “Downloaders,” who download materials but do not participate; “Passive 

Participants,” who follow at least part of the first section, but do not complete the first 

quiz or any other learning activity; “Active Participants” who complete only the first 

activity or who participate for a longer period without completing the course; “Finishers” 

who complete the course and may or may not require a certificate of completion (Klobas 

et al., 2014). The free come-and-go and/or switching from one type of learner to another 

affects the quality of the online discussion in the discussion forum, the main place for 

interaction and the source for the instructor to gather learner feedback. The dynamic 

behaviors of the learners can create a chaotic learning environment and may present 

challenges to MOOC pedagogy on the part of the instructor. 

The MOOC as a course. MOOCs are online distributed courses on a hosting 

platform. The types of learning materials and activities are constrained by the available 

technological capacities which are constantly evolving. Furthermore, openness to any 

learners anywhere anytime challenges course designers to balance out learning 

objectives, appropriate sequence and pace, the quality of the learning materials, and 

satisfactory methods of assessment, among others. Also, the large number of learners in 

the course may present difficulties on interaction and assessment (Klobas, Mackintosh, & 
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Murphy, 2014). Regarding these, Klobas, Mackintosh, and Murphy (2014) suggested that 

a MOOC designer and teacher must make pedagogical decisions in the following 

categories: 

Purpose and audience: These decisions include the goal of the course and the 

learning objectives, given that there may be a massive enrollment. 

Course length, pace and effort: Current MOOCs range from 2-3 weeks to 15-16 

weeks long. Training and personal development courses are usually shorter. University 

MOOCs are usually five weeks or longer. Options for pace include entirely self-paced, 

weekly activities set with or without deadlines, or a combination of these. Effort refers to 

estimated number of hours the learners are expected to spend in each period or for each 

activity. This is both important for the planning and self-regulating of their study, and for 

accreditation (i.e. granting credit to a course by an educational institution) of MOOCs, if 

applicable.       

Course structure: A course is usually segmented into different modules in which 

each section is defined by objectives, what the learners are expected to learn. Content and 

learning activities, including quizzes and assignments are designed toward these specific 

objectives for each section. 

Course content: xMOOC content typically includes short videos of 5-10 minutes. 

Types of videos also play a role in learner engagement. Video subscribing, or videos that 

include a combination of slides and the lecturer’s “talking head” are engaging (Guo, Kim, 

& Rubin, 2014). Other content consists of exercises, quizzes, homework assignments and 

other learning activities such as reflections on presented content, or independent research 

activities. 
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Design interaction: In order for forum interactions and discussions to be effective, 

discussion questions needs to be designed and structured and in line with the learning 

objectives. 

Assessment: Different types of assessment (peer, self-assessment or computer-

based assessment) are used with monitoring methods of assessment (i.e. anonymous or 

with learners’ identification).  

Using these pedagogical guidelines will most likely increase the quality of the 

MOOC. However, these guidelines do not include any considerations of the expected 

wide range of learners' diversity. In other words, instructional strategies for learners with 

different backgrounds (i.e. age, gender, employment status, educational status, language, 

and ethnicity), different skills (subject skills, educational level, language skills), and 

different needs may not be given the attention they deserve in the pedagogical decision 

process. As indicated earlier, a review of cultural and age-related diversity in online 

learning presents valuable suggestions for acknowledging learner’s cultural needs in an 

online class and appropriately responding to those needs. However, to accommodate the 

cultural needs of each individual learner in a massive online class is an impossible task. 

 Planning a MOOC that serves unknown diverse learners presents layers of 

difficulties, and a designer’s good intentions may not necessarily result in success. For 

example, in terms of student interaction and familiarity with the content materials, an in-

depth series of content video presentations for a tool-based MOOC such as Powerful to 

Teaching and Learning: Digital Storytelling might be much more beneficial and 

intriguing to a group of learners with adequate skills in educational storytelling and who 

have used these technologies before. Meanwhile, the same series of videos might be 
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overwhelming to those with English language barriers and limited technological 

exposure. These learners’ lack of exposure or unfamiliarity with the content materials 

may be the result of their limited access to technology where they live. They may never 

have heard a story in English or may not have any exposure to technology tools. There is 

a need to therefore train this group of learners starting from the very basic skills in order 

for them to effectively learn the content of the videos and complete the course 

assignments. The question is, “How does an instructor or instructional designer know 

which groups of learners need what interventions in order to succeed?” With a 

conventional course, admission criteria may somewhat indicate the entry level skills of 

the learners and aids in course content design in order to meet the needs of the majority 

of the learners. In a MOOC learning environment, however, learners’ entry skills are not 

screened beforehand and their levels of competency can range across the entire spectrum 

from beginner to expert. This can make the task of responding to their needs increasingly 

challenging and may involve a lot of conjecture, resulting in arbitrary design decisions. 

Thus, this study aimed to explore: how did the instructors and/or designers identify the 

learner’s needs? And, if those needs were identified, what instructional strategies were 

used to address these needs during the design and delivery phase of the MOOC? 

The Roles of an Instructor in a MOOC 

In an online course such as a MOOC with tens of thousands of learners from 

across the globe, the role of the instructor goes beyond simply presenting the course 

materials and assessing the learners. A MOOC instructor might be compared to a “rock 

star” whose “teaching performance” is viewed by thousands of audience members around 

the world. A rock star does not have to know their audience in person, just as the MOOC 
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instructor does not have to know their learners by name, but they both are performing in 

order to keep their audience in the course or at the concert. Even while the MOOC is a 

“free show,” the course is expected to be designed and delivered in a way that can 

actually benefit the audience. Thus, to bring quality content knowledge from prestigious 

universities to learners all over the world for free has been the goal of MOOCs. The 

problem is that not all MOOC learners are on the same track to benefit from this worthy 

goal due to their various backgrounds, capacities and expectations. The unknown nature 

of the learner who enrolls in the course and their needs, backgrounds, capacities and 

expectations makes it more complex to realize these goals. 

 Haavind and Sistek-Chandler (2015) conducted an interview research study with 

eight MOOC instructors from different countries who teach a variety of subject areas in 

order to understand their perceptions of the role of instructors in a MOOC compared to 

that in a traditional classroom. Their first finding regarding giving instructor feedback to 

the learners is that the instructor is not able to grade and give feedback that is meaningful 

and personal to each individual due to the numbers of learners in a MOOC. Instead, 

feedback is done automatically by peers or by the course Teaching Assistants (TAs) 

(Haavind & Sistek-Chandler, 2015). Furthermore, the instructors reported a lack of 

control due to the overwhelming amount of input from the learners and, consequently, 

they were mildly disappointed that they were not able to assess all the submitted work. 

Due to the high volume of learners in a MOOC, auto-graded methods are usually 

applied for quizzes and assignments in the xMOOC, and peer assessment is usually 

employed for pMOOC where learners need feedback to revise their work for the final 

submission. The instructor’s role in this case is to provide answer keys for the auto-
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graded quizzes and assignments for an xMOOC and articulated rubrics with examples of 

sample grading to guide peer assessment in a pMOOC. The high enrollment in a MOOC 

also makes it impossible for the instructor to communicate with learners individually via 

email as they do in a traditional course. Instead, discussion forums are provided where 

the learners post questions and receive responses from peers or course teaching staff who 

monitor the discussion board. The instructor is involved in the discussion when needed. 

The quality of the instruction is critical in the discussion of the MOOC 

instructor’s role. Despite the “effective learning methods” designed into Coursera as 

“seeking out sound pedagogy on effective learning methods and then translate the 

concepts into processes that could be built into the design of the platform itself” (Audsley 

et al., 2013, p. 134) and despite the use of interactive exercises (Coursera, n.d.-a) which is 

a key factor in the design of the Coursera system, the instructor must first know how to 

teach (Feldstein, 2012). Thus, the roles and responsibility of the instructor in engaging 

learning in a MOOC continues to be challenging (Haavind & Sistek-Chandler, 

2015).  According to Holland and Tirthali (2014), the question of whether learners gain 

skills and knowledge in a MOOC has not been straightforwardly addressed because 

institutions might pursue MOOCs for different reasons other than improving teaching and 

learning (i.e. expanding reach, increasing the reputation of the school or organization, and 

maintaining the brand identity, etc.). Thus, research findings on effective online teaching 

practices should not be ignored once the institutions and instructors are committed to 

pursuing MOOCs. Such practices include individualizing and personalizing interaction 

with learners. Research shows learner-instructor and instructor-learner interaction is a 

critical factor in increasing the persistence of online learners (Croxton, 2014). At present, 
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learner-instructor interaction in the MOOC learning environment is still at minimum due 

to the massive numbers of learners. 

The good news is, due to some pedagogical similarities between the xMOOCs 

and conventional courses, best practices in MOOCs are also the same ones in a non-

massive scale learning environment. Multiple research studies (Bali, 2014; Tomkin & 

Charlevoix, 2014; Zhang, 2013) suggest potential best teaching practices in a MOOC 

environment are within the reach of any instructor. These practices along with brief 

descriptions are: 

Presentation skills: Video presentations of high quality must have good 

articulation and must convey a personable message to the learners by means of, but not 

limited to a warm, friendly tone, humor and personality, and appropriate body gestures. 

Strong content: Quality, relevant content, timely topic with accessible resources 

help to retain the massive audience.  

Managerial skills: These include the management of TAs, course content, and 

flow. For instance, assigning TAs online hours to maintain 24/7 global presence. 

Personalization: A common strategy is to encourage small group gatherings (by 

language background, by geographic region, or common interests, etc.), to offer different 

opportunities for peer discussions and feedback. Another strategy is to employ different 

communication channels, synchronous section, or point out trending conversations or 

make regular personalized email notifications that address learners by names.  

Feedback: This includes the use of additional instant feedback such as 

notifications of responses to threads in which a learner posts. 



37 
 

 
 

Fostering learner-centered interaction: Multiple perspectives on interacting with 

the learners are presented by the participants in Haavind’s (2015) study. For example, 

one instructor felt rewarded to find conversations that were interesting to him when he 

surfed the discussion boards. Another instructor felt that building a professional 

community was the main goal when teaching a MOOC, and yet another enjoyed 

investing her curiosity in her own subject matter through browsing a large pool of learner 

discussion (Haavind, 2015). 

Applying best practices in MOOCs varies greatly by the instructors and the 

subjects that they teach. For example, instructors' presentation skills, including their 

sense of humor, their tone and appropriate body language when presenting the content 

might be more appreciated in a social science MOOC such as psychology rather than in a 

computer science MOOC. The extent to which the instructor can apply these practices 

effectively in turn is determined by their own instructional competencies, their level of 

subject expertise, the level of comfort in using technology in instruction and the group of 

learners they are interacting with. Matching the instructor’s teaching skills and the 

learners’ diverse needs is a two-way negotiation. The next section will examine global 

learners’ characteristics in an online learning environment. 

MOOC Learners 

The impact of cultural identity on learning and communication style. 

Teaching a demographically diverse class is challenging. Teaching it online without 

really knowing the learners’ characteristics and status presents extra challenges. 

According to Maringe and Sing (2014), “demographic diversity” is a broad term that 

includes variables falling under these categories: 1) race category, including variables 
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such as country of origin, ethnic background, and language; 2) physical category such as 

age, race, and gender; and 3) socio-economic variables such as family education, family 

occupations, family wealth and social class. Family socioeconomic status is one of the 

direct contributors to student’s educational performance. Students from poor 

socioeconomic backgrounds consistently under-perform compared to their counterparts 

from higher socio-economic groups (Maringe & Sing, 2014).   

Even though there is no evidence that race has any influence on learners’ ability 

to learn, variables in this category reveal valuable insights on how cultural and racial 

identity shapes one’s learning styles, their participation in group learning, their response 

to teachers and to cultural nuances (Ke & Chavez, 2013). For example, in regards to how 

one learns a new concept, depth of understanding in learning is achieved through 

repetition and memorization in Eastern culture whereas it is achieved through wide 

reading and application in Western culture (Dahlin & Watkins, 2000; Jennings, 2012; 

Vandermensbrugghe, 2004). Asian learners from China, Japan or other countries of this 

cultural group, for example, may find it difficult to adjust to the extensive reading 

requirements in a Western university (Maringe & Jennings, 2013). In terms of 

collaborative and individual learning, Western learners tend to be more individualistic 

and value individual achievements while Eastern learners tend to value group 

performances over individual ones (Kobayashi, Kerbo, & Sharp, 2010). These factors 

may have an effect on learners’ preferred learning styles. For example, Asian learners 

might encounter a great obstacle and be confused in a Western learning environment 

where independent and learning autonomy is valued since they are accustomed to taking 

directions from the instructors.  
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Cultural norms associated with participating in group activities vary by the 

society and may affect learner communication styles in learning. Reflective participation 

is more valued than impulsive responses in Eastern cultures while the opposite is valued 

in the Mid-Eastern communities. Asian students are trained at an early age to be 

considerate and reflective when speaking, while in the Middle-Eastern culture, providing 

answers even before the question is completed indicates full engagement in conversation 

(Maringe & Sing, 2014). In many Western cultures, fluency and quick responses are 

regarded as intelligence and quick-mindedness while in other societies it might be seen as 

a sign of being less thoughtful or considerate.  

In hierarchical Eastern societies, children are taught not to speak in the presence 

of adults, not to express opinions to an older person, and not to look straight into the eyes 

of elders during conversation (Maringe & Sing, 2014). This may affect the development 

of self-expression and critical thinking skills for learners of these cultural groups. When 

attempting to cultivate and nurture critical thinking skills and the Western style of 

communication in a culturally diverse classroom, the instructor needs to be fully aware of 

the background of these learners compared to those learners who are accustomed to 

expressing themselves openly and freely.  

The English language and cultural nuances add challenges to international 

learners who are struggling to adapt to the global classroom culture. Word use in some 

cultural contexts can carry very different meanings and nuances and interpreted very 

differently in others (Walqui & Heritage, 2012). For example, when an American 

professor says a student’s work is interesting, “interesting” can mean anything. Usually it 

indicates the work has some good parts, but revision needs to be made. To some Asian 
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groups, however, “interesting” is much more powerful. It can be understood as 

“awesome” or “unique.” It takes time and social exposure for these groups to be able to 

read between the lines, to pick up the tone and cultural clues of the nuanced comments 

and feedback in these learning environments. 

MOOCs represent a true demographically diverse learning environment because 

of the learners and their diverse characteristics (i.e. their language, culture and 

educational background, their learning styles, etc.). What are the challenges for teaching 

such an intense demographically diverse massive class? What are the ways to invite 

students’ contributions regardless of their differences in language and culture and 

upbringing? How to identify the students’ learning needs and what are the responses to 

their needs? These are the questions that this research study explores. 

Diversity in MOOC learners’ background and behaviors in relationship to 

performance. Deboer, Stump, Seaton and Breslow (2013) studied aspects of learners’ 

diverse background and behaviors in relation to performance in an edX course at 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology that involved learners from nearly every country 

in the world. They gathered detailed individual background data from learners who 

completed a post-course survey. Their research showed that learner performance varies 

significantly according to the learner’s background characteristics. For example, learners’ 

prior educational experience was an important factor in predicting their success. Learners 

with lower level of prior knowledge may need more exposure to the course to increase 

their understandings of course concepts even though their performance in the course may 

be more of a reflection of time and effort spent on assignments than the increase of 

knowledge and skills. This is further supported by Phan, McNeil and Robin’s (2016) 
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findings from a study involving the Digital Storytelling MOOC that learners who are 

“equipped with moderate subject knowledge seem to be at a more advantageous position 

and thus more likely to benefit from the course than the novice group” (p. 43).   

Moreover, active engagement is a strong indicator of MOOC quality and learner 

satisfaction (Ho et al., 2014; Jordan, 2014). Learners who demonstrate active engagement 

during a MOOC tend to outperform those who do not prioritize a similar trait (Phan et al., 

2016). However, there is also a significant correlation between learners’ levels of 

education with their course performance. Learners with a Ph.D. in a science or 

engineering field tend to outperform those with lower degrees, and there are no 

significant differences among learners with a Bachelor’s degree and lower (Deboer et al, 

2013). Deboer et al. (2013) also suggested that learners who collaborate with others 

offline may do better in class. This suggests MOOC instructors and designers can 

facilitate further learning in their MOOC by creating different communication venues 

that encourage collaboration and interaction among groups of MOOC learners.  

Learners’ communication patterns in MOOCs. Research findings on learners’ 

communication patterns in MOOCs are important as they not only depict a multicultural 

classroom but also provide MOOC instructors with insights on how to monitor and 

facilitate forum discussions in the MOOC. Gillani and Eynon (2014) conducted a case 

study that explored which types of learners tend to interact with one another in a Business 

Strategy MOOC. Learners’ analytic data show that most forum participants (25% of total 

4,337 active forum participants who had created at least one post or comment in the 

online discussion forums) were well-educated and included learners from Europe or 

North America who took the course to gain professional skills. Some learners engaged in 



42 
 

 
 

rich discussions around topics of high significance, however, the participation was not 

always consistent and tended to decline as the course progressed to the end. A sizeable 

proportion of forum participants were high-performing learners, though larger numbers 

of participants received failing grades (over 73% of forum participants who accounted for 

nearly 60% of all forum comments and posts received a grade below 50%). Interestingly, 

the research showed that individuals who performed well and had high skill levels didn't 

necessarily communicate with one another.  This is contradictory to the prior findings 

that indicated high-performing learners tend to interact with other high-performing 

learners early in online courses (Vaquero & Cebrian, 2013). These contradictory findings 

may indicate an argument that MOOCs have the potential to enable communication 

among learners of different language and cultural background, but also learners across 

different skill levels and motivation. 

Pedagogical Considerations for Instructional Design in MOOCs 

Instructional design for MOOCs follows most of the instructional design 

guidelines for online learning but is affected by additional factors due to the massive 

open nature of MOOCs. For example, factors specific to MOOCs such as the large 

number of MOOC learners present additional challenges and require MOOC design to 

include more than Siemen’s principles of connectivism associated with online learning 

(i.e. learning may reside in non-human appliances, learning is a process of connecting 

related information sources, etc.) (Bremer, 2012). On the other hand, learner analysis in 

MOOCs provides insights on MOOC learner characteristics that are different from those 

in a conventional online or face-to-face course and requires reconceptualization of 

variables in course design (Deboer, Ho, Stump, & Breslow, 2014). For example, 
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enrollment in a MOOC is not restricted to a single registration deadline as it is in a 

traditional course. Instead, most MOOCs do not restrict when learners can enroll in the 

course MOOC and for what purposes (Deboer, et al., 2014). MOOC learners are unique 

in that a high percentage of the learner population is more interested in acquiring the 

content knowledge rather than completing the course to the end, especially if they register 

for the course because their own educational institutions do not offer the course in that 

specific content (Flynn, 2013). MOOCs also increase the amount of interaction among 

the learners and decrease the amount of interaction between learners and instructors and 

shifting the learner role towards self-directedness and proactivity. Designers of MOOCs 

must consider these changing roles of the instructors and the learners in their course 

design. 

On the other hand, MOOC pedagogy is a socio-material and disciplinary issue 

and influenced by the instructor’s preferences and beliefs, MOOC enrollment and 

patterns of learners expectation and engagement (Bayne & Ross, 2014). This section 

reviews the instructional quality of MOOCs as well as factors that encompass 

pedagogical considerations for instructional design in MOOCs such as assessment, 

psychological factors of the learners, and advantages and challenges of massive 

enrollment.  

Instructional quality of MOOCs. The massive nature of MOOCs, indicated by 

the enormous number of MOOC learners and their unknown characteristics, gives the 

designers of MOOCs extra challenges and therefore raises the question of whether the 

instructional quality of MOOCs should be evaluated by the same standards used in an 

online or face-to-face course. An analysis of the instructional design quality of 76 
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randomly selected MOOCs (50 xMOOCs and 26 cMOOCs taught in English) was 

performed by Margaryan, Bianco, and Littlejohn (2015) using Merrill’s key criteria 

(Merrill, 2002, 2009, 2013). These criteria include five principles of instruction (i.e. 

problem-centered, activation, demonstration, application, and integration) and five 

principles on learning resources and learning supports (i.e. collective knowledge, 

collaboration, differentiation, authentic resources, and feedback). Their findings reveal 

low instructional quality of MOOCs because of the low implementation of principles of 

instruction in the design. Speculations for the low quality are: 1) possible lack of 

knowledge of the current instructional design principles by the instructors or designers, or 

they know them in the traditional setting but not in their MOOCs, 2) instructors are not 

mainly driven by pedagogical concerns when designing a MOOC, or 3) unknown 

motivations and goals of individuals and/or institutions when designing a MOOC.  

The above findings translate as knowledge of course design and pedagogical 

concerns as the key to success in MOOC design. In order to be successful, MOOC design 

needs to give sufficient attention to pedagogy. Many learners are attracted to MOOCs by 

the brand of the universities offering the courses and expect the same high quality 

associated with these institutions. This dilemma between what MOOC can offer and the 

learner expectations happen more frequently in MOOCs offered by elite institutions 

(Margaryan, Bianco, & Littlejohn, 2015). Findings from the analysis suggest that faculty 

and instructors offering MOOCs should apply the principles of design as an evaluation 

framework for quality control and improvements of their MOOCs, or implement the 

principles together with evaluation on learners’ experiences in a MOOC (Margaryan, 

Bianco & Littlejohn, 2015). As it is implied, it is impossible, and may not always be 
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necessary to include all ten principles (i.e. Problem-centered, Activation, Demonstration, 

Application, Integration, Collective knowledge, Collaboration, Differentiation, Authentic 

resources, and Feedback) in the design phase given the different nature of MOOCs from 

conventional online courses. Selective implementation of design principles based on their 

importance seems to be a more realistic alternative in this case.  

Assessment system design for global online learners. Peer assessment is an 

approach proposed by Coursera in attempt to personalize and support individual learning 

needs (Fournier & Kop, 2015). It involves learners evaluating their peers’ work 

(Kulkarni, et al., 2013) and solves the impractical problem of automated grading and the 

unrealistic reality of teacher-grading by providing context-appropriate responses through 

human/peer grading (Hearst, 2000). An advantage of peer assessment is that it allows 

learners to see work from an assessor’s perspective (Tinapple et al., 2013) and exposes 

them to solutions, strategies, and insights when evaluating peers’ works. Peer assessment 

also increases learner involvement and maturity, lowers the grading burden on staff, and 

enhances discussion (Boud, 1995). 

Pitfalls of peer grading according to Kulkarni et al. (2013) are: 1) generally lower 

level of expertise on the subject and assessment by the learners compared to that of the 

staff and instructor, 2) possible biases by the learner graders based on their subject level 

expertise and cultural background; 3) limiting the learner flexibility due to the imposition 

of a particular assessment schedule and time frame might, which is somewhat against the 

idea of unconstrained time-and-place of MOOCs, and 4) possibly causing loss of 

motivation for learners who received an unfair assessment. However, the data about peer 

assessment in a large scale online class reveals patterns of peer grading that lead to 
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improvements of campus-based course materials in ways that small classes may not 

(Kulkarni et al., 2013). 

Kulkarni et al. (2013) argue that peer assessment proposes a changing role for 

instructors and how they spend their time from doing the grading to articulating 

assessment criteria for others to use. This finding suggests future work might focus on 

teaching instructors the best practices for creating rubrics and to create effective design 

principles. Peer assessment also leads to changing roles of learners from assessment 

receivers to assessment makers. Evaluating others’ work is an extremely valuable 

learning activity for peers as it gives them the opportunity to look at learner’s work from 

different angles, and it endorses active participation and examination of content through 

the evaluation. A rising pedagogical question is whether assessment is seen as part of 

learning activity, and if so, what are the strategies of producing effective learning 

outcomes through peer assessment? 

A natural disadvantage of peer grading is that it is a new and emerging assessment 

technique as opposed to the well-established and highly-credited assessment method 

found in a traditional classroom. The learners most likely possess a lower level of subject 

expertise than that of the instructor, and they are new to grading other people’s work. 

Peer assessment could also be a cultural struggle for learners who do not come from an 

educational background that values or cultivates critical thinking or giving feedback. 

Thus, even though peer assessment might not carry the same amount of credibility 

compared to instructor grading due to the differences in expertise and cultural impact, it 

almost certainly provides a variety of real-world criticism and may bring multiple 

perspectives to the learner’s work. 
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The idea of a global classroom with its superb diversity is truly intriguing in all 

aspects, including peer assessment. How should designers support learners who face 

motivation issues as consequences of peer evaluation? Can well designed content prevent 

the aforementioned pitfalls of peer assessment? What can be done to make peer 

assessment a better learning experience for MOOC learners? Perhaps one thing to bear in 

mind is that along with an attempt to cover all these concerns during the design and 

delivery phase, it is reasonable to educate the learners to take time to give constructive 

feedback to their peers’ work and at the same time acknowledge the values of diverse 

comments and feedback they receive. 

Psychological factors of learners. Terras and Ramsay (2015) discussed the 

psychological factors that influence learners in the context of technology-enhanced 

learning (MOOC-based learning in particular) and thus created another critical 

pedagogical consideration. One of the challenges for MOOC designers is the striking 

differences in the cognitive skills and preferences among learners (Terras & Ramsay, 

2015). In a distant-managed course such as a MOOC where autonomous learning is 

required, learners are expected to take charge of their learning process independently by 

being able to make choices and decisions concerning the resources they select and the 

pace of their study (Tschofen & Mackness, 2012). Obviously however, not all MOOC 

learners have quality learning experiences when taking a MOOC (Kop, 2011). Also, 

while MOOC resources are open in the sense that they are reusable and modifiable, they 

are “not always open” unless the learners possess the appropriate knowledge and skills to 

understand and engage with them (Littlejohn, 2014b, p 1). MOOC instructors and 
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designers should be aware of this double-sided effect of the open sources in MOOCs and 

how they might be perceived by different types of learners. 

Terras and Ramsay (2015) went on to suggest identifying the challenges by 

raising awareness of the potential difficulties that MOOC learners may encounter and the 

psychological cause of the challenges, which in turn can help inform the design and 

delivery of MOOCs. For example, considering the learners’ cognitive and psychological 

profiles (i.e. their prior knowledge,  their technical skills and their feeling towards the 

MOOCs), applying the appropriate digital literacy skills is required to enable learners to 

access the full potential of MOOC resources (Terras & Ramsay, 2015). In learning about 

learners’ cognitive and psychological profiles, Koedinger, McLaughlin, and Stamper 

(2014) called for multidisciplinary cooperation to make sure that a black box approach 

(i.e. applying the approach without examining how it works) to e-learning is avoided. 

Papadimitriou, Grigoriadou and Gyftodimos (2014) developed a web-based learner-

controlled adaptive educational hypermedia system, known as MATHEMA that accounts 

for differences in learning styles when forming groups of learners and matches potential 

members by the learning style and goals to form collaborative partnerships among 

learners. Capuano and Salerno (2014) explained the semantic connections that guide the 

learners’ navigation and allows the dynamic adaptation of the resources according to 

learners’ needs and preferences (individualization). They developed a model of learning 

called intuitive guided learning that enables learners to select learning resources based on 

their own preferences that follow their own personalized learning journey (Capuano & 

Salerno, 2014). 
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Advantages and challenges of massive enrollment. Online learning on a 

massive scale provides a wide range of advantages to learners. MOOC participants can 

interact with learners from all over the world who have a wide range of diverse cultural 

perspectives as well as access resources provided by those learners in the form of 

discussion and links. MOOCs learners have the opportunity to exchange perspectives on 

content posts that are shaped by their cultural background and personal experiences. Thus 

the interactions and learning can be rich, contextualized and authentic with the 

contributions of learners from different countries and cultures (Rensing, Freitas, Ley & 

Muñoz-Merino, 2014). Instructors may receive benefits from teaching MOOCs by 

enhancing their reputation to a global audience, acquiring a sense of pride in making an 

impact, and the sharing a personal passion and enthusiasm on the subject with learners 

worldwide. The increasing access to learners and resources is another big advantage that 

can motivate instructors to develop their teaching practices, to try new teaching styles and 

methods, and especially to gain a wealth of input from learners (Ferguson & Sharples, 

2014). 

Massive pedagogy certainly brings critical pedagogical challenges. The most 

explicit challenge can be the navigating and filtering of resources on the web since it 

houses an ocean of resources and input from all the learners. The second challenge is the 

question of how learners can ensure that they receive good quality support and feedback 

online if the resources are not being filtered. The third challenge for the learners is 

navigating the platform on which the course is hosted. Learners might find themselves 

“lost in hyperspace” if they cannot identify where they are, cannot return to previously 

visited information or remember what they have covered (Ferguson & Sharples, 2014). 
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Unlike a conventional online course where it is the learner’s responsibility to seek the 

instructor for help and it is the instructor’s job to provide immediate response, MOOC 

learners have to depend on assistance from the Teaching Staff (TA) or peers who spot 

and respond to their problem. In a number of MOOCs, TAs are assigned certain hours to 

provide monitoring and support on the discussion forums, but there is still a question of 

high volume of issues to manage by a handful of TAs. For the instructor, the biggest 

challenge may be the pressure and workload to maintain the same positive mentality 

about the course over time. Developing and maintaining effective teaching practices in a 

MOOC that serves tens of thousands of learners is challenging and requires significant 

time and effort while the instructors still usually have to perform various vital roles in 

their institutions. 

Chapter Summary 

Chapter 2 provided a review of the literature in four major sections that contribute 

insights to explore the research problems. The first section explored research findings on 

culture and age-related diversity in online learning. The purpose of this part was to reveal 

the achievements and remaining challenges of research and practices of designing web-

based learning environment to accommodate the needs of learners of wide culture and 

age range. Challenges of accommodating learning needs of learners of diverse culture 

and large age range in MOOC environment are great. The second section of the literature 

review explored different aspects of MOOCs that provide insights into pedagogical and 

technological capacities and potentials of MOOC to make a quality learning experience 

possible for an increasing number of learners. The third section described the roles of the 

instructor in MOOCs. MOOC instructor’s roles change dramatically from a predominant 
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knowledge provider to a facilitator and a fellow participant. That difference in the 

instructor's role dramatically changes course design and pedagogical practice in a 

MOOC. The fourth section drew a picture of MOOC learners by illustrating the impact of 

cultural identity on their learning behaviors. It also revealed learners’ patterns of 

communication and participation in a MOOC and the influence of backgrounds on 

learning behaviors and performance. This section emphasized the shift of learner’s role in 

a MOOC learning environment towards self-directedness and proactivity and 

performance expectations for them in the new role. Pedagogical considerations are 

concerned in this regard. The last section discussed instructional design issues in a 

MOOC, challenges to accommodate student learning needs in the design phase and other 

aspects of MOOC pedagogy. 

The review of literature in Chapter 2 covers different aspects of MOOCs that 

provide relevant insights and understandings to approach the research questions. Chapter 

3 details the methodology used for data collection and analysis. 
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Chapter III  

Methodology 

Background and Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of MOOC instructors 

and designers about the multicultural learners’ needs and how these perceptions are 

manifested during the MOOC design phase. The study also described different 

instructional strategies that MOOC instructors and designers used to respond to the 

learners’ needs in the MOOC learning environment. In addition, it examined pedagogical 

challenges that these instructors and designers faced when designing MOOCs for tens or 

hundreds of thousands of learners across the globe. In this chapter, the research 

population is described along with the instrument that was used to collect data. The 

research questions were: 

• What were MOOC instructors’ and designers’ perceptions of multicultural 

learners’ needs when designing MOOCs? 

• What instructional strategies were used to address multicultural learners’ needs in 

a MOOC learning environment? 

• What were the pedagogical challenges that MOOC instructors and designers faced 

in determining and addressing multicultural learners’ needs in a MOOC? 

Research Design Overview 

The study sought the answers to the above questions through different sources of 

data. The primary sources of data were interviews with MOOC instructors and designers 

who participated in the study. The secondary source of data came from content design 
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analysis on the investigated MOOCs done by the researcher, and other data sources or 

documents provided by the MOOC instructors and designers.  

The first research question explored the perceptions of participating MOOC 

instructors and designers about how aspects of learners’ multicultural backgrounds may 

shape their learning behaviors and needs, and how these perceptions guided them during 

the design phase of their MOOCs. The second question was dependent upon findings 

from the first question. That is, depending on their perceived understandings of the 

learners’ needs rooted in their multicultural backgrounds, what instructional strategies did 

the instructors use to address the identified needs of the learners in the MOOC learning 

environment? The third question examined pedagogical challenges that these instructors 

and designers faced when taking into consideration or attempting to respond to the 

MOOC learners’ needs in their course design. 

Interview data for the study were categorized into three parts: 1) current state and 

goals of an institution in pursuing a MOOC and details about a specific MOOC, such as 

educational objectives, the target audience of the MOOCs and how the learning outcomes 

are measured, 2) the role of the instructor in a MOOC and how it develops, and 3) 

MOOC instructors’ perceptions of the multicultural needs of the learners. Questions for 

these three parts are listed in the interview protocol, which is described in greater detail 

later in this chapter.  

Target Population, Participant Recruitment, and Related Procedures 

Target population. Qualified participants for this project were university 

professors and instructional designers or course liaisons who were currently working at 

an American institution of higher education and involved in designing or teaching at least 
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one MOOC on the Coursera platform by the time the interview took place. Their 

experience in designing and teaching a MOOC on Coursera was foundational to 

establishing insights on MOOC learners and their needs, as well as development of 

pedagogical strategies to address such needs. The names of the MOOC instructors were 

listed on the course page on the Coursera platform, whereas course designers or liaisons 

(i.e. the person who initiates and maintains communication between the MOOC 

instructor and the learners to spot issues and problems on the discussion forums and 

ensure actions to take place in time) are not. The faculty members teaching the selected 

MOOCs were from both public and private institutions with high academic reputations. 

These professors were recognized as having a high level of expertise in the subject (Ross, 

Sinclair, Knox, Bayne & Macleod, 2014). 

Identification of qualified participants. Identification of qualified participants 

for the research interview involved multiple steps and were initiated on the Coursera 

MOOC platform. To filter the initial list the researcher clicked on the Coursera homepage 

and then on Institution and then choose United States. This resulted in a list of all 

American higher education Coursera partnering institutions who were offering MOOCs 

on this platform. Most of the MOOCs were listed on Coursera had specific delivery dates 

and duration. Qualified MOOCs for this study were the ones that had been offered by the 

time the interview was conducted. Once qualified MOOCs were identified, the search for 

the associated instructors and instructional designers and contact information began. 

Since the instructor’s contact information was not revealed on the Coursera course page, 

a number of available search engines were employed, such as Google, LinkedIn or the 

university website to gather their contact information. Links to the MOOCs and other 
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related documents together with the names and contact information of the associated 

instructors were kept on an Excel spreadsheet.  

Data sources. The first data source for this study included course design analysis 

of the investigated MOOCs, such as the course syllabus, including the subject, types of 

assessment, the calendar, discussion forums etc. The easiest way to obtain such 

information was from the course itself.  The researcher signed up for the investigated 

courses in order to gain access to the information. This preliminary research was done 

prior to the interview process taking place. 

The second source of data came from the interviews with the MOOC instructors 

and designers. The main data source of this part were the responses of the instructors to 

the interview questions, which were clustered by topic domains that were aligned with 

the research questions. 

Instrumentation. Data were gathered in a semi-structured interview with an 

interview protocol that was composed of three topic domains. The first domain was 

background information on the institution and on the specific MOOC offered by the 

instructor being interviewed. Questions in this domain sought information on the 

institutional goals and current status of their MOOC development. Questions in this 

domain sought to discover the role of the instructor in the relevant MOOC and how it was 

developed, plus details about a specific MOOC being reviewed, including the title, 

educational objectives, target audience and the tools used to measure students’ learning 

outcomes. These questions were adapted from the MOOC research study by Hollands 

and Tirthali (2014). 
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The second topic domain focused on the instructor’s description of learners’ 

demographic distribution and how the demographic recall might inform their prediction 

of their patterns of learning behaviors and their learning needs. It was speculated that 

learning needs of different groups of learners were closely related to their language 

educational background, or their employment status. For example, MOOC learners who 

were at medium level of English proficiency might experience certain language barriers 

and thus might expect some language support during the course, or learners who had 

never had experience with college education might appreciate detailed guidance to go 

through the course compared to the ones who owned a Bachelor’s degree or above, or 

learners who were full time employees might appreciate a course schedule that would 

allow them to work around their work schedule. 

The third topic domain investigated instructional strategies used by the instructors 

in addressing the learners’ multicultural needs and pedagogical challenges they might 

face when doing so.  

Modes and duration of communication. Interviews were primarily done online 

using a number of communication tools such as Skype, Google Hangouts, telephone, or 

any other tool suggested by the participants. Participants who participated in the 

interview were offered choices on the date, time and method of communication of their 

preferences. Once the candidate agreed to do the interview, a confirmation/reminder 

email was sent to the participant one or two days prior to the interview date. The 

interview normally lasted from 45-60 minutes. Follow up emails were used with the 

permission of the participants should there be points of discussion found on the transcript 

that needed clarification. 
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Data Collection 

Merriam (2009), Stake (2006), and Yin (2014) suggest using more than one 

method for collecting data. For this study, data were collected from a secondary research 

on the MOOCs provided by the participants on the Coursera platform and from semi-

structured interviews on the participants. The data collection happened in four phases as 

follows: 

Phase 1 – Participant recruitment. This phase of recruiting participants for the 

interview was divided into several repeated rounds because of the large population pool. 

Each round included the following steps: 1) sending invitation emails to a set of qualified 

candidates, 2) responding to email responses from the participants, and 3) collecting the 

consent forms and negotiating/scheduling the interview time with the participants who 

agreed to participate.   

Qualified candidates were invited to participate in the study via email. Twenty 

five candidates were selected at a time from the master list of the MOOC instructors and 

designers and sent the email invitation. Invitational emails were sent using Gmail merge. 

The email included a salutation, a brief introduction of the researcher’s background and a 

short description of the research topic. It also offered the candidates a choice of modes of 

communication and informed them of an estimated duration for the interview. If the 

candidate agreed to participate in the study, they signed the consent form that was 

attached to the invitation email and return it to the researcher either via snail mail or 

email.  For the sake of time management, the researcher set a timeframe of one week to 

expect responses from the candidates. The date the participants were expected to respond 

were highlighted in the invitation email. Since the interview date and time were up to the 
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participant to decide, the first cohort of interviews took place during the time period 

when the second set of invitation emails were sent out. The duration for the data 

collection phase was eight months starting when the first set of invitation was sent out, 

and finishing when the last interview was done. 

Phase 2: Examination of the MOOCs on Coursera. The secondary research 

was done on the MOOC(s) provided by the instructor(s) and/or course designer(s) who 

agreed to participate in the interview and thus was conducted after the candidates agreed 

to participate. Data included the study of the overall course design structure, from the 

course syllabus and layout, such as course content modules, assignments, grading and 

how discussion forums are monitored, etc. This secondary research gave the researcher 

an opportunity to build knowledge and understanding about the MOOC prior to starting 

the interview. Investigation of the course formats also gave the researcher insights for an 

in-depth conversation with the instructor and/or designer, as well as to generate questions 

that can clarify parts of the course that were not found on the MOOC platform itself. 

Phase 3: Semi-structured interview. Semi-structured interviews were conducted 

with the candidates who agreed to participate. Since most of the participants resided 

outside Houston, online modes of communication such as Skype, Google Hangout, or 

phone call were mainly used for the interview. Merriam (2009) suggested interviews 

should be recorded in order to keep original data for future analysis. For this study, the 

candidates could decide whether they would like to have the conversation recorded 

and/or published or not by indicating their choice on the appropriate check box on the 

consent form. The suggested time slot for each interview was approximately 45-60 

minutes, and was subject to change/negotiation by the participant. It started with 
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salutation, a quick self-introduction of the researcher and the study before proceeding to 

the main conversation. At the conclusion of the interview, the researcher expressed 

appreciation to the participant for participating in the study and sought permission to 

carry on follow up communication should transcript clarification be needed or further 

details be inquired.  

The interview did not always follow the sequence of questions that are listed in 

the protocol. The order of questions to be asked was determined by the circumstance of 

each participant. The interviewer as the researcher observed and made an assessment of 

how the participant presented themselves, their insights and their interests in the MOOC 

subject at the beginning of the interview to determine which questions to ask first from 

the protocol. Time allowance provided by the participant, the flow and pace of the 

conversation and the participant’s subject knowledge also contributed to the decisions 

about which questions were asked and the order in which they were asked. For example, 

some questions were not asked during the interview if the information could be found on 

the MOOC platform on Coursera or written resources found online. In another case, if the 

time offered by the participant was significantly less than the estimated interview 

duration of 45-60 minutes, the researcher was very selective about the questions to be 

asked. 

Phase 4: Artifact review. Resources for artifact review were the interview data 

and the secondary examination of the associated MOOC(s) done prior to the interview. 

After each interview, the researcher compared the secondary research artifact (i.e. the 

examination on the associated MOOC(s)) with the data gathered during the interview to 

possibly mutually validate the two sources of data. 
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Data Analysis Procedures 

This study followed the steps of analyzing qualitative data proposed by Stake 

(2006), which included preparing and organizing data, reviewing and exploring the data, 

coding the data into categories, building themes and testing finding, and reporting and 

interpreting the data. These steps are described below. 

Preparing and organizing data. All collected data were kept as individual 

participant cases for review and unification for the study as recommended by Stake 

(2006) and Yin (2014). Yin also suggests creating a case study database in order to 

maintain a one-stop-shop of evidence. For this study, the case database included the 

secondary research results, the interview transcripts, and other related documents found 

online or provided by the participant. 

Interviews. Following Merriam's (2009) recommendation, each interview record 

was transcribed into a written format so that it could be reviewed by the participant for 

accuracy. Transcripts were sent via email to the participants for review and approval. 

Documentation. Documents collected online or provided by the participants were 

scanned and kept as electronic formats in the individual cases for future use. The 

authenticity and accuracy of these documents were verified and compared to data 

collected during the interviews (Yin, 2014). 

Artifact. In order to examine the accuracy of the artifacts, the researcher took a 

completely observational role by signing up for the MOOCs that were offered by the 

participants. The researcher then documented the content and layout of the MOOC from 

the learner’s point of view and correlated these data with the primary data provided in the 

interview. 
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Coding data into categories. After the interview transcripts were viewed and 

approved by the participants, they were reviewed by the researcher for an overall 

understanding of the data and for placing the data into themes and categories. Data were 

kept by individual cases in the collective case database (Merriam, 2009; Stake, 2006). 

A code for major categories was developed for each interview transcript after it 

went through review and approval. A code list of categories was created from the 

contribution of categories from each interview after they were coded. The researcher ran 

the review of interview transcripts again to make sure every code and categories from all 

the interviews were included. Interviews were coded by broad categories such as: 

institutional strategies of MOOC development; development of a specific MOOC; 

MOOC learners’ demographic distribution; effects of demographic factors on students’ 

learning behaviors and needs; and instructional strategies used to address the needs. 

Build themes and test findings. In-depth analysis of the categories emerged 

during the coding process. These categories were aligned to major themes that were in 

turn aligned to the research questions. The purpose of the alignment was to determine if 

the data collected would provide insights and understanding that would answer the 

research questions.  

Following the process described by Stake (2006) and supported by Merriam 

(2009), each case interview suggested a list of individual themes. These themes were run 

across all the interview cases for findings that may be true for the cases. 

Report and interpret data. Using Stake’s process (2006), collected data were 

reported both by individual cases and in a consolidated fashion. Cases were described 

generally enough in order to avoid revealing individual participants’ identity but in the 
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meantime provided sufficient details so that conclusions could be drawn for the reader 

(Merriam, 2009). Data were interpreted in light of themes and assertions found from each 

participant and were combined to provide the research findings that answered the 

research questions (i.e. MOOC instructor’s and designers’ perceptions on MOOC 

multicultural learners’ needs, instructional strategies used and pedagogical challenges 

encountered by them in addressing those needs). 

The study placed heavy reliance on the participants’ responses to the interview 

questions, which was determined by their knowledge about MOOCs and their MOOC 

teaching experience, and the researcher’s ability to elicit such insights. These were the 

main parts of the data compiled in this study. The subsequent analysis of the responses 

required the information provided by the participants to be complete, accurate and 

truthful. The artifact review process helped to mutually verify and clarify the two sources 

of data collection.  

Credibility 

According to Lodico et al. (2010), credibility is defined as “whether the 

participants’ perceptions of the setting or events match up with the researcher’s portrayal 

of them” (p. 169). For this study, methodological triangulation (Merriam, 2009; Stake, 

2006; Yin, 2014) was used to verify credibility and validity of the collected data by 

collecting data from different sources such as secondary research, interviews and other 

resources. The review of documents and artifacts not only confirmed the validity of the 

interview responses but it also shed light on additional interpretations that might not be 

presented in the interview (Stake, 1995).  
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Chapter Summary 

This qualitative research study used interview research methods and targeted 

instructors and course designers at American higher education institutions who had 

offered at least one MOOC on the Coursera platform. The study sought to understand 

these instructors and course designers’ perceptions on the multicultural backgrounds of 

MOOC learners’, their learning behaviors, and their learning needs that emerged from 

their diverse backgrounds. It also examined the use of various instructional strategies 

used by MOOC instructors and designers to respond to MOOC learners’ diverse learning 

needs. 

Sections in this chapter described the steps taken in this study to carry out the data 

collection and data analysis process, and the strength and limitation of the approaches in 

use. In Chapter 4, the researcher discusses the data in greater detail and provides an in-

depth analysis of what occurred during each step of the process.
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Chapter IV 

Data Analysis and Results 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to describe the perceptions of MOOC instructors 

and designers regarding multicultural learners’ needs in their courses and how those 

perceptions are manifested in the design phase of the MOOC. The study also examined 

the perceptions of these instructors and designers about the pedagogical challenges when 

designing the MOOCs for learners across the globe. In addition, the study explored 

different instructional strategies that MOOC instructors and designers used to respond to 

the learners’ needs in the MOOC learning environment.   

Chapter 4 includes the following three parts. The first part provides a review of 

research design and detailed description of the participants, including their professional 

profiles, their roles in the design and development of the MOOCs. The second part 

presents a description of the investigated MOOCs and aspects of course design that 

addressed multicultural learners’ needs. The third part reports the findings including a 

description of the diverse audience that the MOOCs served, the instructor’s and 

instructional designers’ perceptions of multicultural learners’ needs and instructional 

strategies used to address such needs, as well as the pedagogical challenges they faced 

when pursuing the goals. The interview data reflecting the instructors’ and designers’ 

concerns and instructional strategies that addressed multicultural learner’s needs are 

presented in three themes (i.e. language, content, and engagement) and were cross 

compared with evidence in the course design.  

The research questions of the study were as follows:  
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• What were MOOC instructors’ and designers’ perceptions of multicultural 

learners’ needs when designing MOOCs? 

• What instructional strategies were used to address multicultural learners’ needs in 

a MOOC learning environment? 

• What were the pedagogical challenges that MOOC instructors and designers faced 

in determining and addressing multicultural learners’ needs in a MOOC? 

Review of Research Design and Data Collection 

Review of research design. This study followed a qualitative interview 

methodology that included interviews with participants who had been involved in design 

and delivery of MOOCs using an interview protocol prepared by the researcher. Data 

analysis included examining the design elements of MOOCs that addressed multicultural 

learners’ needs, analysis of the interview data by categories and themes, and cross 

comparison between the interview data and course design evidence. Documents provided 

by the participants added additional data detailing the design and development of 

MOOCs at the institutions in general and specifically on the topic being presented.  

Data collection. Data collection started in July 2015 and ended in March 2016. 

Qualified candidates were instructors or designers in an American higher education 

institution who had been involved in teaching a MOOC, who had received an informed 

consent form that explained the purpose of the study, the expected time commitment for 

the interview, possible (zero) risks associated with participating in the study, a statement 

of confidentiality, and contact information of the researcher and the researcher’s mentor. 

Participants who accepted the interview invitation signed and returned the consent form 

by email (scanned file) or snail mail. They also indicated in the consent form whether 
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they would allow the interview conversation to be recorded and whether the recorded 

information could be openly used for this study and publications. Estimated amount of 

time commitment for each interview was determined as 45-60 minutes and was subject to 

change based on the participant’s availability. The date and time for the interview was 

decided by the participant.  

Description of the Participants 

Demographics. Qualified participants for this study included instructors and 

instructional designers in American higher education institutions who had been involved 

in designing, developing and delivering MOOCs by the time the interview was 

conducted. Participants were recruited via email and took part in the interview via online 

communication with the researcher.  

There were a total of 249 invitation emails sent to candidates who were qualified 

to take part in the study. Among the 249 sent invitations, 197 candidates did not respond, 

three failed to deliver due to obsolete email addresses, eight automatic replies were 

received and resulted in no further communications from the candidates, 19 declined to 

participate with different reasons which could be categorized as 1) interested but unable 

to offer such a time commitment, 2) interested but did not believe to have sufficient 

expertise on the topic to provide valuable insights and, 3) disagreed on the value of the 

topic (one candidate). This candidate believed that “there is only one culture-computer 

nerd. It does not matter where you were born, your gender, skin color, religion, or 

whatever” (a professor from Stanford University). Seven candidates initially agreed to 

participate but did not proceed to scheduling an interview. Fifteen candidates agreed to 

participate and proceeded to complete scheduled interviews. The participants who took 
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part in the interview process of this study represented a diverse set of institutions and 

organizations from the public and private sectors as well as a diverse range of 

experiences with MOOCs and the subjects they taught. Most of the participants earned a 

Ph.D. degree at an accredited higher education institution in North America except for 

Participant 5 who earned his Ph.D. degree in Austria, Europe. Their years of work 

experience after earning the Ph.D. widely varied ranging from 5 to 50 years. Table 2 

shows the demographic data of the participants as well as the subjects and categories of 

the MOOCs that they taught. For further information of the background and 

qualifications of the participants, please see the Appendix B for their professional 

profiles.   
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Table 2 

Demographic Data of the Participants 
 
Participant Highest 

Degree 
Years 

of Exp. 
Academic Rank Institution Research interest(s) MOOC title MOOC category 

1 Ph.D. 31 Professor of 
Astronomy 
 

California Institute 
of Technology 

Extragalactic 
astronomy, cosmology, 
galaxy formation 

Galaxies and 
Cosmology 

Science/physics 

2  Ph.D. 15 Assistant 
Research 
Professor 

 
Duke University 
 

Cell Biology  
 
Introduction to 
Human Physiology 
 

 
 
Life 
science/biology 
 

3 Ph.D. 43 Associate 
Research 
Professor 

Cell Biology 
cell/systems physiology 

4 Ph.D. 34 Associate 
Professor 

Duke University Neurobiology Medical 
Neuroscience 

Life 
science/medicine 
and healthcare 

5 Ph.D. 5 Adjunct assistant 
research scientist 

University of 
Maryland 

Web survey;  
visual design effects 

Questionnaire 
Design for Social 
Surveys 

Social Science/ 
Psychology 

6 Ph.D. 8 Assistant 
teaching 
professor 

University of 
California-San 
Diego (UCSD) 

Theory of computation, 
algorithms, and 
problem solving 

Specialization in 
Intermediate Java 
Software 
Engineering* 

Computer 
science/software 
development 

7 Ph.D. 11 Education 
Director 
Research affiliate 

University of 
Maryland 

Countering Violent 
Extremism 
Resilience 

Understanding 
Terrorism and the 
Terrorist Threat 

Social Science 

8 Ph.D. 23 Associate 
professor 

University of 
California-San 
Francisco 

Genome 
Precision medicine 

Genomic and 
Precision Medicine 

Medicine/ 
Biology & Life 
Sciences 

(Continued) 
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Participant Highest 
Degree 

Years 
of Exp. 

Academic Rank Institution Research interest(s) MOOC title MOOC category 

9 Ph.D. 50 Professor emeritus 
of history 

University of 
California-
Santa Cruz 

Russian history, Eastern 
Europe, 20th-century 
Europe, Soviet film 

The Holocaust: The 
Destruction of 
European Jewry 

Arts and 
Humanities/ 
History 

10 Ph.D.  
-- 

Faculty of 
Education 
 

University of 
New Mexico 

History and lore of 
Curanderismo 

Curanderismo Part 
1: Traditional 
Healing of the 
Body 

Medicine/Human
ities/Health & 
Society/Food and 
Nutrition 

11 Ph.D. 10 Clinical Assistant 
Professor 

University of 
Michigan 

Comprehensive 
Ophthalmology and 
Cataract Surgery 

Introduction to 
Cataract Surgery 

Life 
science/medicine 
and healthcare 

12 Ph.D. 23 Associate Professor University of 
Houston 

Teacher training 
Educational uses of 
digital storytelling 

Powerful Tools for 
Teaching and 
Learning: Digital 
Storytelling 

Teacher 
professional 
Development 

13 Ph.D., 
FNP-C 

5 Assistant Clinical 
Professor 

University of 
New Mexico 

Nurse Practition Rural Health 
Nursing 

Life 
science/medicine 
and healthcare 

14 Ph.D. 41 Professor of 
Economics 

University of 
Wesleyan 

Economics, law, history 
and philosophy 
Historical development 
of social institutions 

Property and 
Liability: An 
Introduction to Law 
and Economics 

Social 
Science/Law 

15 Ph.D. 43 Distinguished 
University 
Professor 

Case Western 
Reserve 
University 

How do People Change, 
Learn and Grow 
Throughout Their Lives 
and Careers? 

Inspiring 
Leadership through 
Emotional 
Intelligence 

Business/ 
Leadership and 
Management 

 

*This specialization included five courses: 1. Object Oriented Programming in Java, 2. Advanced Data Structures in Java, 3. Mastering the 
Software Engineering Interview, 4. Data Structures Made Easy, and 5. Capstone: Analyzing (Social) Network Data. 
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Roles in the design and development of MOOCs. Most of the participants in the study 

were instructors (except for Participant 5 who was a course liaison for the MOOC in the 

joint program between the University of Michigan and university of Maryland) who 

designed and delivered the MOOCs that were developed from the similar courses they 

taught at their institutions. As the MOOC instructors, their roles in the design and 

development of the MOOCs varied ranging from taking charge of everything such as 

designing, developing, filming, running, debugging with or without the help of the 

campus-based Information Technology (IT) team (four participants) to collaborating with 

the team to build a series of (specialization) courses (9 participants). The involvement of 

the instructors as well as the degree of collaboration and teamwork in the design and 

development of the MOOCs were determined by the way the campus-based courses were 

structured, and by the resources and pedagogical concerns that the instructors had. It is 

notable that some instructors were involved in more than one role when designing and 

developing the courses. Figure 2 shows different roles the participants played in the 

design and development of the Coursera MOOCs in their institutions.  
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Figure 2.  Roles of Instructors and Designers in MOOC Design and Development. 

 A course designer. As all of the participants were the content experts in the 

MOOCs that they offered on Coursera, they played the role of course designers in the   

development process of the MOOCs to make the design and delivery choices of the 

course content. Depending on the institutional situation or the expertise of the labor force 

that was available, an instructor could play the role of a solo course designer who did 

everything to prepare for the course as shown in this quote:  
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My role? Designing, developing, filming, running, debugging, everything. I feel 
that professors have to experiment more with pedagogy because on a whole, the 
amount of learning that people have from higher education, college courses, 
graduate courses are very low. People retain very little more than a few weeks 
later. And I also felt that we are getting too high priced. And we have to 
dramatically reduce the cost and we had an experimentation with pedagogy. We 
have to break that. So the MOOCs team was an interesting thing to try. I recorded 
a few online videos and did not know what to do with it and then this was for a 
project and then the CIO of our university approached me and said (this was a 
little over two years ago) that we were about to become a partner with Coursera. 
And he and the president of the university asked if I and one other faculty 
member who is a co-dean of Law school, would each do a MOOC as the 
inaugural MOOC.  
 
It started with the instructor’s profound pedagogical concerns to build the MOOC. 

The participant described himself as a staunch adversary in online learning. According to 

him, whether people learn math, or interpersonal abilities or psychology, the keys were 

emotions and relationships and a lot of professors don’t understand that because they 

were not psychologists and they did not understand learning. He raised the questions as 

how to develop relationships online, how to get the learners emotionally involved when 

what working with the computer. Before deciding to offer a MOOC, the participant 

reflected on his long-established expertise in the psychology field to understand how to 

address the different learning styles, and struggled with the problem of how to get people 

to build relationships and how to get people to be emotionally involved besides watching 

the lecture videos. 

A course coordinator. In another case, the participant played the role of a course 

designer who also coordinated with other instructors to build the course content.  

I was more of like a course coordinator in a way because we already have a 
course that we did live at our university once a year…a variety of different 
physicians would take a topic and lecture on it but we never really had enough 
time to do every single lecture that we wanted to do…So, one of the purposes of 
the MOOC was to be able to have every single lecture available for the residents 
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to listen to on their own time…and what I did was I sort of put together a syllabus 
of all the lectures that we wanted to include…I talked to the physicians that were 
already giving those lectures and asked them if they would mind recording 
them…for this course I was giving a couple of the lectures…so, it’s just a lot of 
coordination in putting it together…I also developed the homework assignments, 
which were basically quizzes that just quiz students on the materials that were 
covered in the lectures, and I did a pre-test and a post-test…so, basically putting 
the course together…I did not do most of the lectures, that was spread out among 
many people.  
 
An administrator and a teacher. As a result of being the content experts of their 

MOOC subjects, most of the participants were engaged in their MOOCs as an 

administrator and/or teacher during the delivery of the course. An example of this role 

description was given as follows:  

My role in the course was to administer it. There were six weeks in the class and 
the syllabus was divided into 6 parts, one part per week. The lectures would be 
published Monday morning and so every Sunday night I would send out to 
everybody in the course a message on the message board and an email that 
introduced the week’s readings. And if I’ve seen in the previous week that if 
people were interested in a particular aspect of it, I would bring it to class 
discussion. I also put suggested readings on the weekly message for people who 
wanted to do them although I’d organize the course so that nobody would have to 
do any readings at all. It wasn’t required. Then I would spend maybe 45 minutes 
to an hour, four or five times during the week in the chat room and most of the 
time I wouldn’t say anything. I just read what people were doing. Occasionally 
somebody would address something specifically to me that I thought needed to be 
addressed then I responded to that for everybody and I guess I didn’t do anything 
other than that. I like being in the chat room. That gave me the feeling of being 
connected to the students.  
 
A head of the collaboration team that involved doctoral students. As said, the 

design of MOOCs could be done by an individual instructor with or without the support 

of an IT team from the institution or from Coursera. The collaboration usually (but was 

not limited to) happened among the instructional designers and faculty members who 

were the content experts of the MOOCs. At the University of Houston, the two 



74 
 

 
 

instructors in the Curriculum and Instruction department collaborated with their doctoral 

students to build a series of six MOOCs for the professional development of K-16 

teachers using the “Webcapes” model (Robin & McNeil, 2015). The model can be 

understood as a design-based research project that focuses on improving educational 

practices, promoting reflection, and encouraging collaboration between researchers and 

practitioners in real-world settings (Wang & Hannafin, 2005). The instructional design 

process of the model was described as reflective and recursive that involves non-linear, 

organic, developmental and collaborative planning (Willis, 1995). It allows students, 

faculty and content experts to work collaboratively in small teams to develop multimedia-

rich content projects, use a range of technological tools and resources to create actual 

projects that could be used by teachers and students around the world. 

My role is to be the head of the team. I worked with the other faculty members 
 and with some of our doctoral students to develop the MOOCs and basically 
 develop it out of a long standing interest of teaching online. I work in the 
 Learning, Design and Technology program area and we have doctoral students 
 who work in one of the labs while they are pursuing their doctoral degrees. 
 We thought that it would be a very good educational experience for them to not 
 only learn about what MOOCs are but learn how to design and deliver a MOOC 
 so they are instrumental in helping us put a MOOC together and then putting them 
 on Coursera, delivering them, participating in the discussion, the peer assessments 
 and the feedback to students and the evaluation. What we did for the MOOCs was 
 to take a condensed version of a typical 15-week long course (or 5-9 weeks long 
 in the summer) and turned it into a short version, a kind of preview version of 
 what the students would get in one of the full courses that they enroll in. 

 
A co-instructor responding to Coursera’s call for proposal to develop 

specialization courses. The participant was one of the three instructors who offered a 

series of five specialization courses in Intermediate Java Software.  

It started with my two colleagues and I answered the call for proposals from 
 Coursera to develop one of their specializations. Coursera recently made a push to 
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 offer specializations which are courses that are designed to be taken in sequence 
 and combined the capstone project or capstone course. So they were seeing the 
 students from going to their platform and really enjoying some courses but then 
 want to get deeper to a subject so they wanted to give these certificates that 
 somehow verify that the student progressed through a few courses and 
 accumulated some more coherent body of knowledge. And so, they did some 
 more research with topics which would be interesting for their learners and so our 
 courses were listed on the proposal for the specializations. So my two colleagues 
 and I put in the proposal and when it got accepted, the three of us have co-
 designed, co-taught and co-run the courses. 

Also as co-instructors, the participants shared the workload among themselves 

with the support from the Coursera IT team to record the content videos. At Duke 

University, there is a Center for Instructional Technology that involved technological 

course liaisons for Duke and Coursera to assist Duke faculty members in developing 

MOOCs. The team demonstrated deep knowledge of the features of the implemented 

platforms and could also offer suggestions on how to use online tools to achieve 

instructional goals.  

So we started this MOOC based on an in-house course of “Introduction to  Human 
Physiology” and I teach it with another individual whose name is  _______. 
When we were offered the opportunity to make this a MOOC we decided  to go 
ahead and do it so _____ did one third of a course and I do about two thirds of a 
course. We had to record all the videos for the MOOCs and in order to do that 
Duke has what they call the Coursera IT (CIT) who provided technical support. 
They could video tape us. But since we taught in the medical school so we used 
the recording system that we had at the medical school for making the videos and 
I hired a student to do the editing for the audio portion of the video. And to do 
that, the Duke CIT department gave us a grant so we had the money and we could 
hire people to help and videotaping us and then editing.  
 
A course liaison. This was the case of one of the participants who was not the 

course instructor and who joined the MOOC management team after the course was 

designed. The MOOC was one of the series of seven specialization courses offered as a 
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pilot test for creating online courses for the joint program between the University of 

Michigan and the University of Maryland. 

I am working closely with both the instructors in the course “Questionnaire 
 Design for Social Survey” and “Survey Data Collection and Analysis”. Our first 
 MOOC has been running for four times now I think. It runs for 6 weeks for three 
 times a year. I work closely with the instructors and the team over those re-runs to 
 modify it. I need to explain that I was not on board when they put the MOOC 
 together. I came in a later time during the second run. So I wasn’t in charge of 
 anything that had to do with the setup of the MOOC. But I am in charge of 
 everything that has to do with fixing or making the MOOC better. So I am kind of 
 the eyes and ears of the instructors, to notify of what’s working well and what’s 
 not working. I am the first person that is contacted if the students complain or 
 have some issues or something’s going on based on what the discussion is going 
 on the discussion forums, or is there any problem I am the person who sees that. 
 When the MOOC was running I browsed the discussion forums daily to see 
 what’s going on there and what people were talking about and trying to fix any 
 problems. After each round of the MOOC we got back together and reflected on 
 what went well and what did not go that well and tried to fix things that didn’t 
 work.   

Description of the Investigated MOOCs and Aspects of Course Design that Address 

Multicultural Learners’ Needs  

Description of the investigated MOOCs. As mentioned above, most of the 

participants in this study were involved in designing and teaching the MOOCs on the 

Coursera platform. The information of the investigated MOOCs associated with the 

participants including the course name, course description, course length, whether it was 

part of specialization, and institution presented in the tables below were copied directly 

from the Coursera or the MOOC list websites. For further information on the course, 

please see the attached appendix C for screenshots of the course descriptions with the 

web link that appeared on the Coursera or the MOOC list websites.  
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Table 3 

Description of the Investigated MOOCs 

Participant Description of the investigated MOOCs 
1 Course name: Galaxies and Cosmology 

Course description: This class was an introduction to how the universe evolves, and how to get to know that. It introduced the 
modern extragalactic astronomy and cosmology, the part of astrophysics that dealt with the structure and 
evolution of the universe as a whole, and its major constituents. 

Course length: 10 weeks 
Part of specialization: No 
Institution: Caltech 

2 & 3 Course name: Introduction to Human Physiology 
Course description: Physiology is an integrative science which considers the function of each organ and organ system and 

their interaction in the maintenance of life. This course was intended for individuals with a basic 
background in biology. 

Course length: 10 weeks 
Part of specialization: No 
Institution: Duke university 

4 Course name: Medical Neuroscience 
Course description: It included all of the core concepts in neurophysiology and clinical Neuroanatomy that would be 

presented in most first-year neuroscience courses in schools of medicine and was designed for first-year 
graduate students in the health profession programs. It was meant to provide understanding of human 
brain anatomy and insights into how ongoing discovery in neuroscience was shaping clinical practice.  

Course length: 12 weeks 
Part of specialization: No 
Institution: Duke university 

(Continued) 
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Participant Description of the investigated MOOCs 
5 Course name: Questionnaire Design for Social Survey 
 Course description: This course covered the basic elements and different stages of designing and evaluating questionnaires: 

developmental interviewing, question writing, question evaluation, pretesting, and questionnaire ordering 
and formatting. It reviewed the literature on questionnaire construction, the experimental literature on 
question effects, and the psychological literature on information processing and the effects of essential 
design features on questions and questionnaires. 

 Course length: Six weeks 
 Part of specialization: This course was the third in the series of a seven-course specialization (i.e. six courses and a final capstone 

project) that covered the basic elements and different stages of designing and evaluating questionnaires: 
developmental interviewing, question writing, question evaluation, pretesting, and questionnaire ordering 
and formatting. 

 Institution: University of Maryland and University of Michigan 
6 Course name: Object Oriented Programming in Java 

Course description: It presented some core algorithms for searching and sorting data and allowed the learner to explore how 
to divide up a large project into a hierarchy of classes and how to increase the functionality of their 
projects by importing existing libraries.  

Course length: Six weeks 
Part of specialization: This course was part of the series of five specialization courses in Intermediate Java Software Engineering 
Institution: University of California, San Diego 
Course name: Advanced Data Structures in Java 
Course description: This course presented the key pieces of data in a complex data structure. In this course, learners would 

learn about real world data structures such as graphs and develop, implement, and analyze algorithms for 
working with this data to solve real world problems. 

Course length: Five weeks 
Part of specialization: This course was part of the series of five specialization courses in Intermediate Java Software Engineering 
Institution: University of California, San Diego 
Course name: Mastering the Software Engineering Interview 
Course description: This course is about mastering the software engineering interview. Learners will combine all of the 

technical skills they have learned in their software engineering career and apply them to stand out in the 
interview process. With the support of Google’s recruiting and engineering teams, this course provided 
tips, examples, and practice opportunities that helped learners launch a job with a number of technology 
companies by assisting them to organize into teams to practice job interviews.  
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(Continued) 

Participant Description of the investigated MOOCs 
 Course length: Four weeks 
 Part of specialization: This course was part of the series of five specialization courses in Intermediate Java Software Engineering 

Institution: University of California, San Diego 
Course name: Data Structures Made Easy 
Course description: This course aimed to answer the question of how Java programs dealt with vast quantities of data, how to 

deal and process real, large data sets and how to achieve and measure efficiency. 
Course length: Five weeks 
Part of specialization: This course was part of the series of five specialization courses in Intermediate Java Software Engineering 
Institution: University of California, San Diego 
Course name: Capstone: Analyzing (Social) Network Data 
Course description: This capstone project combined all of the skills from all four specialization courses to do something fun 

and offered endless learning opportunities: analyze social networks! 
Course length: Six weeks 
Part of specialization: This course was part of the series of five specialization courses in Intermediate Java Software Engineering 

 Institution: University of California, San Diego 
7 Course name: Understanding Terrorism and the Terrorist Threat 
 Course description: This course brought insights of the who, what and how of Terrorism Studies and introduced learners to 

cutting-edge research from the social and behavioral sciences and the experts investigating these topics. 
 Course length: Six weeks 
 Part of specialization: No 
 Institution: University of Maryland 
8 Course name: Genomic and Precision Medicine 
 Course description: This course provided learners with some baseline knowledge of genomics, an overview of the clinical 

applications of genomic medicine, the skills to evaluate the clinical validity and utility of new tests, and an 
appreciation of the associated ethical and social issues inherent in the field. 

 Course length: Seven weeks 
 Part of specialization: No 
 Institution: University of California, San Francisco 

(Continued) 
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Participant Description of the investigated MOOCs 
9 Course name: The Holocaust: The Destruction of European Jewry 
 Course description: This course provided the learners with the insights of the Holocaust from the overlapping perspectives of 

literature and history—through memoirs, historical documents, poetry, documentary footage, filmic 
representations, and novels.  

 Course length: Eight weeks 
 Part of specialization: No 
 Institution: University of California, Santa Cruz 
10 Course name: Curanderismo Part 1: Traditional Healing of the Body 
 Course description: This course provided information on the history, traditions, rituals, herbs, and remedies of Curanderismo, 

a folk healing tradition of the Southwestern United States, Latin America and Mexico. 
 Course length: Six weeks 
 Part of specialization: This course was the first of the series of three courses on Curanderismo: Traditional Medicine of Mexico 

and the Southwest of North America.  
 Institution: University of New Mexico 
11 Course name: Introduction to Cataract Surgery 
 Course description: This course provided the fundamentals of how to successfully perform each step of cataract surgery. It 

began with the pre-operative evaluation of patients with cataract surgery and explained the mechanics of 
cataract surgery by phacoemulsification and extra capsular cataract extraction. 

 Course length: Four weeks 
 Part of specialization: No 
 Institution: University of Michigan 
12 Course name: Powerful Tools for Teaching and Learning: Digital Storytelling 
 Course description: This course introduced educators, especially Texas K-12 teachers, to aspects of digital storytelling and 

explores ways to use digital stories to enhance their learning experience. 
 Course length: Five weeks 
 Part of specialization: No 
 Institution: University of Houston 

(Continued) 

 

 



81 
 

 
 

Participant Description of the investigated MOOCs 
13 Course name: Rural Health Nursing 
 Course description: This course provided learners with an opportunity to explore the challenges, opportunities, and skills 

necessary to provide nursing care in rural areas without requiring them nursing or health professional 
backgrounds to participate. 

 Course length: Eight weeks 
 Part of specialization: No 
 Institution: University of New Mexico 
14 Course name: Property and Liability: An Introduction to Law and Economics 
 Course description: Property and contract provide the institutional scaffolding that makes free exchange in markets possible, 

while the liability systems of tort and crime appear to mimic market exchange in areas of human activity 
where free exchange itself is not possible. This course sought to expose this underlying economic logic 
through the close investigation of a series of paradigmatic problems and examples in light of some simple 
but very powerful economic ideas. 

 Course length: Six weeks 
 Part of specialization: No 
 Institution: Wesleyan University 
15 Course name: Inspiring Leadership through Emotional Intelligence 
 Course description: This course allowed students to learn about concepts and skills to inspire and engage others for 

performance, innovation and satisfaction. 
 Course length: Eight weeks 
 Part of specialization: Part of a 5-course series, the Inspired Leadership Specialization 
 Institution: Case Western Reserve University 
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Aspects of course design that address multicultural learners’ needs. Aspects 

of course design that assisted learners of diverse backgrounds included language support 

for learners who spoke English as a second/foreign language and the way the course was 

formatted that facilitated a social learning environment and provided extra assistance for 

learners to access and comprehend the content. Commonly for the language support 

service, the instructors and course designers adopted the built-in Coursera features, such 

as subtitles of video lectures, or provided translation of the video lectures into different 

languages. Customization of the course format that supported diverse needs of 

multicultural learners included the employment of 1) multiple discussion venues such as 

a Facebook page, virtual office hours, 2) meet-and-greet sessions, 3) Google Hangout, 4) 

mentor/teaching assistant support for discussion and grading, and 5) use of 

PowerPoint/visual aids/study guides accompanied with the video lectures.  
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Table 4 

Aspects of Course Design that Address Multicultural Learners’ Needs 

Courses Language 
support 

Course format 

Translation/
sub-title 

Multiple discussion venues 
(Coursera, Facebook page, 
virtual office hours) 

Meet-and-greet/ 
general discussion 

Study groups/ 
Google Hangout 

Teaching 
assistant 

PowerPoint/ 
study guides 

Galaxies and Cosmology x x x x x x 
 

Introductory Human 
Physiology 
 

x x x x x x 

Medical Neuroscience  x x x x x x 
 

Questionnaire Design for 
Social Surveys  

x x x x x - 

 
Object Oriented 
Programming in Java 

x x x x x x 

 
Advanced Data Structures 
in Java 

x x x x x x 

 
Mastering the Software  
 
Engineering Interview  

x x x x x x 

 
Data Structures Made Easy 

x x x x x x 

 
Understanding Terrorism 
and the Terrorist Threat 

x x x x x x 

(Continued)  
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Courses Language 
support 

Course format 

Translation/
sub-title 

Multiple discussion venues 
(Coursera, Facebook page, 
virtual office hours) 

Meet-and-greet/ 
general discussion 

Study groups/ 
Google Hangout 

Teaching 
assistant 

PowerPoint/ 
study guides 

Curanderismo Part 1: 
Traditional Healing of the 
Body  

x x - x x x 
 
 
 

Introduction to Cataract 
Surgery 

x - - - - x 
 
 

Powerful Tools for 
Teaching and Learning: 
Digital Storytelling 

x x x x x x 
 
 
 

Rural Health Nursing x x x  x x 
 

Property and Liability: An 
Introduction to Law and 
Economics 

x x x x x x 
 
 
 

Inspiring Leadership 
through Emotional 
Intelligence 

x x x x x x 
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Findings 

Goals for developing the MOOCs 

Before unfolding how the instructors and instructional designers perceived and 

responded to multicultural learners’ needs in their MOOCs, it is important to review the 

goals of the MOOCs revealed by some of these participants, which are dynamic and 

somewhat set the tone for how they perceived and responded to MOOC multicultural 

learners’ needs. The overarching and probably most common goal of MOOC pursuit by 

all the participants was to spread the reputation of the university and to assist people in 

learning about the topic. Also, it is important to note that these participants were attracted 

to MOOCs by more than one single goal.  

Participants who were involved in this study were driven by a philanthropic 

impetus to offer a free gift to the community by creating a MOOC from a campus-based 

course that they had been teaching. It was in addition to what they were doing at their 

institution. Thus, they believed their MOOC could be improved and expressed the desire 

to do so in order to increase the course quality. However, they also expressed the 

constraint time commitment for MOOCs on top of their responsibilities at the institutions.  

I think we are all essentially kind of grapple through this and trying to learn how 
this all are going to work eventually because I think the education is really 
undergoing profound transformation, and I think most of my colleagues are in a 
complete denial about that. It’ll be very interesting to see how this transformation 
unfolds. In ________ this is a voluntary activity and, you know, everyone is busy 
with their lives, and our institution hasn’t invested into providing any additional 
things, this is sort of like a gift to the community…take it or leave it as it is…so, 
to go to a higher level of providing educational service, I think institutions will 
have to compensate people who are actually doing it…I’ve done it partly out of 
curiosity, and partly for just doing different things, and thought that it was a nice 
thing to do…but at some point, you know, I have actual work to do…So, the 
institutions have to come up with a reasonable mechanism, by which all this is 
organized. 
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Another participant also expressed a similar struggle she had between the desire 

to pay more attention to MOOC versus the constraints of time and other commitments.  

The MOOC is like a side thing that I am doing… I am doing my job like I always 
do and doing this on top of it… I was hoping to go through  it really carefully and, 
maybe, change some lectures, add some lectures, definitely change some of the 
quiz materials, but I honestly haven’t gotten through it yet, so I am not even sure 
what’s going to happen…but that was my hope before the next offer, to be able to 
really go through it, and put a lot of thought into changing it…I haven’t had the 
time to do that yet. I don’t feel like this is my priority, I have to do my other stuff 
first and then the MOOC.  
 
One of the MOOCs, Questionnaire Design for Social Surveys served as a pilot 

test for the development of an online joint program between two universities. The 

participant thought that the design and implementation of the MOOC was to some extent 

a pilot test for the whole process of creating an online program for regular students in the 

joint program.  

MOOCs could be developed in response to a Coursera request to develop a 

specialization. This was the case of the series of five computer programming courses 

offered by one program. In another case, the MOOC was a means for offering 

professional development that targeted K-16 teachers in the state of Texas.  

MOOC learners: Expectations and reality. Most of the participants in this 

study came to MOOC design and development with a mixed mindset in terms of who 

they expected for the audience. Specifically, many of them had a certain group(s) of 

learners in mind that they developed the MOOCs for, and, in the meantime, expected 

some version of diversity among the audience for their MOOCs. Having said that, a 

number of these instructors were surprised at the volume of diversity of their learner 

population and the tremendous diversity among them in terms of their age range; their 
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language, cultural, ethnical and educational background; and their patterns of engagement 

in the course. Below is a brief description of the MOOC expected audience and reality in 

terms of age, language background, and employment status by the instructors and 

instructional designers.
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Table 5 

Expectations and Reality of MOOC Learners’ Backgrounds 

Participant MOOCs Learners’ Expected Backgrounds  Reality 
1 Galaxies and Cosmology Learners with expected background in: 

• Physics 
• Astronomy 
• Cosmology 
• Anyone interested 

• 20% expected audience 
• 20% science education 
• 60% regular people 
• Age: 16 – 82 
• All continents 

2 & 3 Introductory Human 
Physiology 
 

• Biology background 
• Anyone interested 
• Biology background 
• Anyone interested 

Wide range of academic background: 
• Humanities: 15.1% 
• Natural science: 17.8% 
• Social science: 13.9% 
• Health science: 30.6% 
• Professional: 11.6% 
• Technical: 11% 
(Engle et. al. 2015) 

  

4 Medical Neuroscience • Doctors 
• Physicians 
• Those with neuroscience knowledge 
• Anyone interested 

A lot of non-native speakers of English (who did or did 
not struggle with the language) 

5 Questionnaire Design 
for Social Surveys 

Students and professionals from all fields 
of social science 

N/A 

6 Specialization in 
Intermediate Java 
Software Engineering* 

• Undergraduates around the world 
• Working professionals 
• Programming background 

Diverse programming skill levels 
  

7 Understanding 
Terrorism and the 
Terrorist Threat 

U.S. Government officials (Homeland 
Security, Intelligence, Justice, etc.) 

• 30% from developing economies 
• 30% from the U.S. 
• Subject expert (i.e. in search of network) vs. novice 

(i.e. to learn something new) 
(Continued) 
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Participant MOOCs Learners’ Expected Backgrounds  Reality 
9 The Holocaust: The 

Destruction of European 
Jewry 

Anyone interested People who lived during the Holocaust time 

10 Curanderismo Part 1: 
Traditional Healing of 
the Body 

Anyone interested • Mexicans 
• Tex-Mex 

11 Introduction to Cataract 
Surgery 

• Residents in the ophthalmology 
residency program 

• Anyone interested 

• < 50% expected audience 
• >50% lay people 

12 Powerful Tools for 
Teaching and Learning: 
Digital Storytelling 
 

• Texas K-12 teachers 
• Anyone interested 

• 1% Texas K-12 teachers 
• Everyone else 

13 Rural Health Nursing • Nurses 
• Broad audience 

Global audience 

14 Property and Liability: 
An Introduction to Law 
and Economics 
 

Anyone interested • 70% Americans 
• 30% internationals 

15 Inspiring Leadership 
through Emotional 
Intelligence 
 

Anyone interested Global audience 

*This specialization included five courses: 1. Object Oriented Programming in Java, 2. Advanced Data Structures in Java, 3. Mastering the 
Software Engineering Interview, 4. Data Structures Made Easy, and 5. Capstone: Analyzing (Social) Network Data. 
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Most participants believed the wide diversity of MOOC audiences served to 

enrich learning outcomes. A number of participants shared the belief that one great 

advantage of MOOCs was the diversity and authenticity of viewpoints, the many 

different experiences, and the personal stories brought by the learners. One participant 

stated that another advantage of MOOCs in terms of diversity was that the learners could 

support and encourage each other during the learning process.   

 Interestingly, participants also shared their thoughts about the merits of MOOCs 

regarding how well they served a global audience and the striking cultural differences 

among the audience’s attitude, appreciation and satisfaction towards perceiving the 

course. The participants’ interpretations of the learners’ dynamic attitude towards their 

MOOCs somehow affected their dedication and involvement to MOOC designs regarding 

addressing the learners’ needs. Below are some excerpts from the participants:  

One interesting thing that caught my attention is a lot of students, and I think most 
of them, are probably Americans…were having expectations that were not 
warranted by the fact…they’re sort of feeling extremely entitled…demanding 
better service, and I had to remind people repeatedly that they are all guest, they 
are having a free gift, and they don’t have to take it…it is what it is…they are not 
paying customers… and sometimes people take that too hard, but I was 
surprised…people just expect free goodies, free service, and complained when the 
entertainment isn’t up to their satisfaction. On the other hand, there are a 
substantial number of students…and those are I think from  places like India, or 
China, or South East Asia in general, or Africa…They were extremely 
grateful…They were thrilled to have the opportunity to actually participate in a 
______ class from where they are. 
 
To illustrate the point, the participant provided an anecdote of how a student from 

Egypt expressed their appreciation toward the MOOC.  

At one point, I got an email from a fellow in Egypt, who said “I am emailing you 
on behalf of my brother who is taking your class, but he cannot email you 
himself. And here is the fax: “Professor, I love your class, I am so sorry I will not 



91 
 

 
 

be able to finish it because I was arrested by military police in Egypt during the 
demonstration, and I don’t know when I will get out, but I am so sorry.” I am 
thinking, “Good God, if I were arrested by military police in Egypt, ______ class 
will be the last thing in my mind.” This person was so grateful that they had the 
opportunity that they took trouble to send this message from jail.  
 

 Another participant believed that MOOCs were more appreciated by the learners 

from parts of the world that had limited access to quality learning resources.  

The real value of the MOOC is not that some college sophomores are going to see 
it in America where the alternative is that the college sophomores could get it in a 
college class. It’s going to be somebody in Vietnam or somebody in Peru or 
somebody in Africa for whom the alternative is not an American college course 
but nothing at all. And so for that student, this is an incredible opportunity. Yet 
many of them wrote to me to tell me it was the best part of the whole experience. 
They said if it wasn’t for this I wouldn’t have any idea of the subject that you’re 
talking about and there’s no opportunity in my life to do anything remotely like 
this and yet, cheerfully it just changed my attitude about it completely.  
 

 Yet another instructor provided evidence that the merits of MOOCs were 

attributed by the expertise and reputation of the instructor and the institution and the 

learners appreciated the opportunity to speak with the instructor.  

I try to do a live chat, about once a month. When I do the live chat people call in 
for an hour and a half on a video chat and they can ask any questions. The last 
calls were somebody from Tehran with questions, somebody calling from British 
Columbia, Canadian teacher who is on strike so she’s at home. A young man from 
Amman Jordan, a high school student from the UK, a man and a woman both are 
working in Lagos Nigeria called and people from a few U.S. cities. So what 
becomes very…. Oh and a young man from India. It was 4 o’clock in the 
afternoon my time in Cleveland at the university and I said “What time is this 
there for you?” and he said “its 2:30 in the morning,” I said “why aren’t you in 
bed?” he said “Oh, professor, I’ve been waiting for  so many weeks to be able to 
talk to you.”  
 
As indicated earlier in Chapter 3, findings of the study were presented in 

categories in which perceptions of the instructors and instructional designers on 

multicultural learners’ needs were paired with the instructional strategies they used to 
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respond to the needs. There were themes under categories that indicated specific area of 

instructional strategies used to address multicultural learners’ needs and to facilitate 

learning. The review of artifacts provided a cross comparison of the interview results (i.e. 

MOOC instructors and instructional designers’ perceptions and responses to multicultural 

learners’ needs) and such indications shown in the course design.  

Category 1: Instructors and instructional designers’ perceptions of 

multicultural learners’ needs in a MOOC and instructional strategies used to 

address the needs. 

Theme 1: Language. As indicated earlier, having a somewhat expected global 

audience for the MOOCs, most of the interviewed instructors and designers were mindful 

about the fact that there would be learners who spoke a different language than English 

among the audience. These MOOC instructors and designers believed that language 

played a role in MOOC learning outcomes, especially for the non-native speakers of 

English. Learners who were not so proficient in English faced more problems when 

drawn to a more specialized subject. This was the case of the Introduction to Human 

Physiology course offered by Duke University in which there were a lot of difficult 

terminologies. To master these terms was like learning another language and it posed 

many problems for learners with limited command of English. To solve this problem, the 

instructors called for support from the Teaching Assistants (TAs) who were their former 

MOOC learners and had the entire course translated into different languages such as 

Chinese and Portuguese by the TAs or individuals with a medical background. On this 

track, the instructors revealed that it was hard to assess but the course has been successful 

by its four runs and there were learners who kept coming back either because they did not 
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pass the first time or to help other people. The instructors shared a confession in the 

Google Hangout section made by their student who attended the course four times as 

follows:   

“My English language was not very good I am trying to learn because I want to 
get into the medical school” said the student. In the second run he spoke more 
fluently. His English was really improved and by the fourth run he got on and he 
said “oh I got into the medical school I am so excited that this course has helped 
me so much” and he was really selling our course. We really thought it was 
funny. It was really animated. It’s very nice. He said that the course helped him 
both to learn English as well as to master the information he needed to get into 
medical school.  
 
Other instructors provided a number of language support strategies to help the 

learners overcome the language barriers. Besides the subtitles for the video lectures 

provided by Coursera, all the MOOC instructors provided transcripts and/or translation 

for their video lectures. Translation of the video lectures (into how many languages) 

varied depending on the popularity of the MOOC and on the available labor force that 

they could recruit to do the translation. For example, some participants recruited 

volunteer TAs who were their former MOOC learners to do the translation of the video 

transcripts or monitor discussions on the discussion forum. Furthermore, most 

participants provided their PowerPoint slides during their video lectures so that the 

learners could read the slides while listening to the lectures. Others spoke slowly and 

clearly in the video lectures, which was deeply appreciated by their MOOC learners who 

were non-native speakers of English.  

I’ve had the experience myself of being a non-speaker in a foreign country and 
been struggling to learn German for my whole life so when I was in Germany I 
appreciated that people speak German to me slowly and clearly and at my 
University I have many foreign students. Many of them are not native English 
speakers and so for years I’ve been conscientious that what they need is for me to 
speak clearly and slowly. I don’t talk to my wife this way but whenever I am 
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speaking I am aware that not everybody is a native English speaker and for those 
people you need to speak slowly and clearly because that’s how I need to 
understand the language that is not perfectly spoken to me. So one of the nicest 
things about my course was people in places like Burma would send me an email 
on the chat board to say “thank you for speaking slowly and clearly” and that 
made me feel great.  
 
A special support to learners of diverse language backgrounds was reflected in the 

series of five specialized MOOCs offered at University of California at San Diego.  

One of the things that we have done is we have given the option for learners to 
upload their videos in whatever language they prefer rather than English with 
provided that if there aren’t enough learners who speak that language, they might 
not be able to be graded. And so the grading depends on having 3 peers be able to 
watch and respond to the video. And so we do and send invitation to learners to 
approach in a different language that they like but they might have to work a little 
harder to find peers who will grade that work because other students won’t 
understand it.  
 
Table 6 shows the language support strategies used by the participants.  
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Table 6 

Artifacts Reviews: Language Support 

Perception Language support strategies Interview Course design 
 
Language plays a role in MOOC learning 

outcomes, especially for learners who 

speak a different language than English. 

Transcripts, translation, subtitles for 
the video lectures 
 

All participants in all MOOCs  x 

Visual aids/PowerPoint slides P1, P2 & 3, P6, P7, P8, P10, P11, 
P12, P14, P15 

x 

Speak clearly and slowly 
 

P8, P9, P14, P15  

Submission in language of choice 
(provided with 3 or more peers to 
review) 

P6  

P = Participant 
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Theme 2: Content. All participants provided supplemental resources for their 

MOOC learners. These were not required readings; instead, they either provided 

scaffolding insights and knowledge on the subject that appeared especially helpful for the 

novice learners, or they allowed further exploration of the topic should the learners have 

a desire to study the subject in-depth. Otherwise, MOOCs learners were required to 

watch the video lectures and that was normally sufficient for them to perform course 

assignments.  

In a specific case, for example, in the Introduction to Human Physiology course 

offered by Duke University, there were two strategies that the instructors used to 

facilitate content comprehension for the international learners. One strategy was to use 

notes that went along with video lectures. These notes consisted of the same information 

in the video but were written in paragraphs like a textbook. The other strategy was to give 

more time for the exam at the end of the course so that the learners who were struggling 

to read English would have plenty of time to read the questions.  

In the case of the Medical Neuroscience course, the instructor provided study 

guides that helped learners better understand the video lectures, especially those who had 

less neuroscience background (Participant 4). Yet, in the series of programming courses 

that were intended for undergraduates around the world and working professionals with 

programming backgrounds, the content materials were designed for intermediate level 

and yet there was some diversity among the learners in terms of their programming 

background and skill levels. To accommodate that, the MOOC instructors provided 

customized video lectures that targeted different groups of learners with different 

programming skills. They incorporated test quizzes for learners with adequate 
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programming backgrounds and support videos that were intended to give additional 

scaffolding to people who came in with less background in programming. Their idea was 

to structure the videos as core videos that allowed most people who wanted to watch 

them review the core concepts being taught and that would be required for the 

programming assignment to be submitted at the end of each module and for the final 

course assignment. These videos did not provide many examples or hints on the 

programming assignments but addressed the common conceptions and mistakes. The 

other sequence of videos was called concept-challenged videos. These videos were 

especially made for learners who came in with different backgrounds. These videos 

included challenging questions, and the learners were required to reply to see if they 

could answer the question. Before the instructors revealed the correct answer, they 

showed a segment of three university students discussing that question in which some of 

the common misconceptions surrounding that question were raised. What was important 

about the discussion, according to the instructors, was that it was spoken by qualified 

students who were still novices on the subject and spoke with simple language. The 

question was posed again for the Coursera learners to answer. After that the instructors 

presented a concluding video to explain what the correct answer was and why. This peer 

instruction model was adopted from the studied modality of teaching computer science.   

Due to the fact that in a number of MOOCs, a majority of learners who signed up 

for the course came from outside of the U.S, the instructors found it important to foster 

content comprehension for non-native speakers of English by internationalizing concepts 

and utilizing examples that were more internationally representative. For example, in the 

first launch of the Powerful Tools for Teaching and Learning: Digital Storytelling 
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MOOC, 75% of the learners came from outside of the U.S. To customize the content 

presentation to meet this group of learners’ needs and background, the instructor and his 

team of doctoral students utilized examples that were multicultural.  

If we show a picture of something, rather than showing a picture of the Empire 
State building which is a famous building in the U.S. we show a picture of the Taj 
Mahal for example, or the Eiffel Tower thinking that might be more recognizable. 
We try to do things that are more global and not just focus on the U.S. And we try 
to break down all the steps of the digital storytelling process so that they started it 
at the very beginning and we understood that people who signed up for MOOCs 
English is their second or third language and so we did not assume that they knew 
as much about everything.  
 
Instructors who taught subjects that reflected deep Western-rooted ways of 

thinking were even more deeply aware of simplifying the concepts and ideas for the 

global audience. For example, in the Property and Liability: An Introduction to Law and 

Economics MOOC, the value of the course was based on the big ideas about property and 

liability and how to think about them, which was very Western and liberal and broad 

ways of thinking about things. The instructor made an effort to pierce through the 

concepts and the topic as he was mindful that they were both challenging and unfamiliar 

to the international learners.  

It’s about private property, it’s about respecting individuals, and it’s about having 
a distance between you and the state. This his is not stuff for example that 
university students are going to learn in Beijing. This is the subversive stuff in 
Asia, subversive stuff in China, subversive stuff in Vietnam, subversive stuff in a 
lot of places in the world. So various students in Beijing are listening to these 
lectures, they are doing something about Western liberal thinking that they are not 
likely to hear anywhere else in China because the governments don’t recognize 
these sorts of rights. So I think of my multicultural students as the way I think of 
all the other students except to say that I try very hard to not talk about anything 
in the course that requires you to be in America to understand this. Although 
there’re pictures at baseball games and stuff, I didn’t think that would make much 
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difference. Anybody in any country who could speak English can figure this stuff 
out.  
 
Hand-in-hand with the utilization of internationalized content/examples, another 

strategy the instructors used to enrich and diversify the content was to recruit insights, 

ideas and stories from their global MOOC learners. This in turn was determined by the 

subject, in particular, the capacity and degree for which the ideas, concepts or process 

could be universally interpreted and applied. For example, one of the strategies that the 

team for the Powerful Tools for Teaching and Learning: Digital Storytelling MOOC at 

the University of Houston used to enrich their course content and embrace diversity was 

to share exemplary submissions of digital stories by their former MOOC learners with the 

next generation after attaining their permission to do so. Even though each story was a 

cultural context on its own and carried its own primary nuance, it could be felt and 

understood by people of different cultures, especially when it was creatively told with 

passion from the narrator.  

We give them example stories of different topics but basically we want people to 
be creative. We want them to pick something that is personally meaningful to 
them. I think that’s what we’ve learned from teaching digital storytelling is that 
the best stories come from people who pick a topic that they find personally 
meaningful so they are motivated to put together a story that comes to the viewers 
who want the story and they will respond better because they can feel the passion 
that the story teller had  
 
In the Rural Health Nursing MOOC offered by the University of New Mexico, 

the instructors were specifically looking into the global insights from the students’ 

postings because of the nature of the subject:  

We addressed unconscious bias, which stimulated a lot of discussion. We did an 
assessment of resources (i.e.) geographic, economic, political and social aspects 
of healthcare that the students were provided to see how they’re related to health. 
We even read the posts from participants around the world and got into an 
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exchange with someone who was in India. He was struggling with some of the 
cultural diversity that involved the castes there. If you’re in one particular caste 
level, you’re provided with healthcare that’s somehow different from the other 
caste level from the other areas of the country. 

  

Table 7 shows the content support strategies used by the participants.  
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Table 7 

Artifacts Reviews: Content Support 

Perception Content support strategies Interview Course design 
 
Instructors showed dynamic concerns 

regarding content comprehension for 

learners, especially those who did not have 

the required background knowledge for the 

course or non-native speakers of English. 

The content support strategies usually 

targeted these two groups of learners.  

Supplemental resources Most participants  x 
Study guides for video lectures P4 x 
Addressing/utilizing global insights, 
ideas, and stories 

P12, P13 x 

Notes (book chapter) for video lectures P2 & 3  
Customized videos for students of 
different programming skill levels 
• Test quizzes for programming 

background 
• Scaffolding videos for those of 

less programming background 
• Concept-challenged video for 

those of different background 
 

P6 x 

• Simplify the content presentation 
• Utilize internationalized 

content/examples 

P12, P14 x 

P = Participant 
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Theme 3: Engagement. Not surprisingly, engagement was one of the biggest 

categories of concern, and the participants paid a great deal of attention to keep the 

learners stay with the courses. A common practice among the instructors to engage the 

learners and build a virtual community was utilizing the built-in feature on Coursera 

called “general discussion” where learners posted a thread introducing themselves. Two 

instructors at Duke University went further to customize this kind of discussion thread by 

either breaking it down into sub-topics according to the lecture topics so that they still 

could keep track of the different questions, or “meet-and-greet” sessions where the 

learners could join in and say who they were, where they came from. The power of this 

cohort support mechanism for weaker learners was somewhat lost on the on-demand 

format of the MOOCs according to the instructors. Instructors at UCSD, on the other 

hand, utilized real-world resources and references to draw learners in such as “When I 

struggle” videos where either the instructors or UCSD students talked about their 

experience, their inexperience about going through the same materials and what was hard 

for them, what strategy they used to get past the difficulties and the challenges. They also 

used “Real World” videos where Google engineers talked about how they used the 

concepts that were taught in the course, how important they were to working engineers 

and their real world applications.  

 A number of other instructors shared their appreciation on the discussion forums 

created for and by the learners. One participant referred to them as “spontaneous self-

crowdsourcing of education:”   

What I could call spontaneous self-crowdsourcing of education… that students 
will post questions on the forums, and other students would answer them…In 
many cases, almost all cases, those would be excellent answers…sometimes it’s a 
fairly trivial thing over such and such lecture…and sometimes it will be a person 
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who actually has a real expertise in that particular aspect, and was right to answer 
it better than I would.  
 
Similarly, another participant concurred that the value the discussion forums did 

not come from the instructor, but from the learners talking to each other. He said “so the 

students would say ‘I didn’t understand what he said in this lecture’ and four other 

students would say ‘well I don’t understand that either’ in which the case I would say 

something.”  

Thus, the discussion forums became an input gathering place, or a place where 

learners shared their inspiring stories.  

The other thing we have done is we have an extended discussion forum. Our 
learners are really active on the discussion forum and really supportive of one 
another. They share the stories about being stay-at-home parent for 10 years 
trying to get back into the workforce or moving from one aspect of industry to 
another and they share tips with one another about how to write their resume or 
how to prepare for interviews. It’s just amazing to see this community form from 
around the world, people who are in the States, in Europe, in Russia and it’s just 
amazing and they are working together, giving each other advice.  
 
As another form of engagement, learners in one MOOC were required to take 

charge of their learning by uploading videos of themselves explaining concepts. This was 

the case of the fourth course in the series of five programming specialization courses 

offered at UCSD. The course, which focused on technical communication and algorithm 

problem-solving in the context of an interview and the students’ works (video of 

conceptual explanation), were reviewed. Unique to the context of the interview and job 

search, there were Coursera learners who 1) were concerned about their level of English 

in participating in these assignments and 2) were concerned that if they wanted to get a 

job that way, whether this would be useful to them and feeling uncomfortable because of 

being out of the workforce for many years and coming back and feeling like they would 
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be at a disadvantage to people who were just out of school. The fourth course highlighted 

the diversity of learners and what their diverse challenges were. The instructors did a 

number of things to address these learners’ language needs which were discussed earlier 

in the language theme.  

The instructors facilitated engagement by playing the role of a monitor and a 

fellow participant in the discussion forum.  

Besides posting the weekly announcement, I would spend maybe 45 minutes to an 
hour, four or five times during the week in the chat room and most of the time I 
wouldn’t say anything. I just read what people were doing. Occasionally 
somebody would address something specifically to me that I thought needed to be 
addressed then I responded to that for everybody. 
 
Yet, realizing human interaction is one of the major components that is not easily 

scaled in a massive online course, a number of instructors offered multiple channels for 

instructor-learner and learner-learner interaction.  

I’ve tried a different varieties of interacting with students…they certainly 
appreciate me answering questions in forums…I tried Facebook, Google 
Hangout, virtual world, and nothing has quite really caught on yet…but I think 
that will be another major issue for the educational industry to sort out how to 
provide the human interaction experience where knowledge really gets to.  
 
Interestingly, there were certain topics that drew in the types of audience that 

could trigger some tricky interaction among them and urged the instructor to strategize 

their instruction in order to solve the problem or at least to distract the audience away 

from it. For example, in the Understanding Terrorism and the Terrorist Threat MOOC 

offered by the University of Maryland, there was a growing divide among the learners 

who considered themselves experts on the topic, who already had advanced knowledge 

on the topic and were taking the course to broaden their network, and the other group 

who had no background on the topic and wanted to learn something new. Realizing this 
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division on the discussion board, the instructors broke the audience up into 13 different 

regional discussion groups and structured the discussion around regional groups who 

discussed among themselves first and then moved to other groups. A topical exercise was 

created that required certain people to participate in creating a debate and the others to 

observe. This was perceived as a vehicle to smooth over cross-cultural issues. To set up 

this exercise on the discussion board, the instructors had to survey the audience about 

their personal experience with terrorism and compare and contrast these experiences 

across regions. The learners were required to share their personal story or opinion about 

the topic which made them feel they could contribute something to the discussion.  

“Let’s tell each other personal stories and what these things kind of personally 
mean to us. Let’s look at whether those things change from region to region” and 
I think it’s really cool, because we’ve got people talking to each other about 
terrorism. They are a totally interesting diverse group of audience. We actually 
had people who affiliated or consider themselves affiliated to radical groups in the 
same conversations with Nigerian police officers and American agents and Poland 
refugee workers, etc. So it was really interesting, really active and productive.  
 
Yet, another strategy that the instructor tackled to encourage engagement, 

especially for students from the Middle East, and women from Japan, Korea, China who 

were normally less vocal than their Western counterparts, was by bringing up and 

honoring their voices and insights in the discussion. The instructor believed that honoring 

their voices was an effective way to make them speak in the class and that was culturally 

helpful for them who came from the cultures where they were supposed to be silent.  

Table 8 shows the engagement facilitation strategies used by the participants.  
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  Table 8 

Artifacts Reviews: Engagement Facilitation 

Perception Engagement facilitation strategies Interviews Course design 
Instructors showed dynamic concerns 

regarding patterns of engagement by 

learners of different ethnicity and 

educational background. Engagement 

facilitation strategies usually targeted at 

minorities groups of learners who more or 

less were not accustomed to American 

higher education culture.  

Peer instruction/user-generated content P1, P6, P14 x 
Being the monitor and a fellow 
participant 

P14  

Learners upload videos of themselves 
explaining concepts 

P6  x 

Break audience into regional 
distribution groups 

P7 x 

Speak directly to the camera, make it 
like a conversation 

P15  

Multiple channels for instructor-
student interaction 

P1  x 

Extended forum to share personal 
stories 

P6 x 

Meet-and-greet/general discussion All participants x 
Make people tell their personal stories P7 x 
Honor/voice learners’ opinions and 
experience 

P15  

P = Participant 
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 Category 2: Pedagogical challenges in addressing multicultural learners’ 

needs in a MOOC. Expectedly, the instructors reported facing a number of pedagogical 

challenges in their attempts to respond to the culturally diverse MOOC learners. These 

challenges were strongly connected, but not limited to dealing with different aspects of 

multicultural learners’ needs. The challenges could be due to the nature of the subject, the 

instructor’s personal experience and exposure to a global audience and the context of 

MOOCs, the instructor’s preference and exposure to online interaction, and finally their 

time commitment to MOOCs.  

Table 9 shows the pedagogical challenges in addressing MOOC multicultural 
learners’ needs by the participants.  
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  Table 9 

Pedagogical Challenges in Addressing Multicultural Learners’ Needs in a MOOC 

Category Description Participant 
Subject-related • Subject triggers  

o Controversy 
o Hostility 
o Confusion 

• Incorporate educational purposes into digital storytelling 

P7, P13 
 
 
 
P12 

Peer feedback Time efficiency, quality P12 
Instructor’s expertise and exposure to 
global audience and online interaction 

Challenges to communicate with the learners online, with their needs, and 
applicable conditions of what was learned 

P 11, P14 

Time commitment MOOCs was an additional task P1, P11 
P = Participant 
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Among the MOOCs that were investigated in this study, there were some whose 

topics generated controversies and created heated conversations among the learners. That 

was the case of the Understanding Terrorism and the Terrorist Threat MOOC offered by 

the University of Maryland. The topic drew in the two groups of learners whose levels of 

prior topical knowledge strikingly different, which described big divergences in 

educational background and in what people did for a living. According to the instructor, 

allocating learners into 13 different regional discussion groups helped calm down the 

frequent heated discussion and/or distract them away from it, but the discussion was 

sometimes still pretty hostile due to the topic of discussion itself. For example, one of the 

topics of discussion was North Africa in the real wartime, issues that split the country in 

half. Some learners started to sound hostile and the instructor had to occasionally 

intervene by deleting some posts in the discussion that did not sound appropriate and 

reminding them that they came with a spirit of learning and discovery.  

In the same category, in the Rural Health Nursing MOOC offered by the 

University of New Mexico, the invitation of global, rural nurse learners to the discussion 

allowed a gathering of great insights, but on the other hand, it revealed learners’ struggles 

for which that there were no obvious solutions. According to the instructor, if the learners 

were struggling with how they could use the nursing knowledge in a general 

philosophical sense, they would get help having their issue addressed. But as far as 

discussing to what nurses could do legally in the respective countries, states or regions, 

which varied wildly from one to the next on a global level, was truly a challenge. The 

instructor stated it was like asking the question how nursing educators in Albuquerque 
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could help somebody in North Korea to figure out the range of expertise or skill level that 

they could expect from a nurse and what they could do for independent practice.  

We had overcome some of those obstacles occasionally and sometimes that 
required a lot of discussion board, comments back and forth where you get to the 
point that you felt like the other person understood, you know, one of the hard 
things about doing an online, particularly with different cultures and languages 
involved. You are never really sure whether or not the other person got the gist of 
what you were trying to explain any more than you are sure you got the gist of 
what the person was trying to say to you.  
 
On another scale, while the Powerful Tools for Teaching and Learning: Digital 

Storytelling MOOC provided worthwhile educational experience for the learners, the 

instructor and his team in this project-based MOOC struggled with a number of issues. 

First, as the submissions of digital stories were products of peer review, the team was 

struggling with the efficiency (whether it was done on time) of the peer assessment 

process and the subjectivity and quality of the feedback (i.e. whether it met all the goals 

or not). The other challenge they raised was how to get the learners to think about 

personally meaningful stories they would have to produce in the educational contexts and 

how to use a digital story to support and improve the teaching or learning process as an 

instructor or as a student.  

With a more specialized subject where the instructor had planned the course for 

audience with specific skills, it turned out more than half of the audience were lay 

people. The instructor received multidirectional comments about the level of difficulty 

of the course materials. 

It was interesting, they both complained about how hard it is but also complained 
that there isn’t hard enough and they are having some pleasure from the fact that 
they are taking actual hardcore _____ class and so they have bragging right from 
that…One interesting thing that caught my attention is a lot of students, and I 
think most of them, are probably Americans…were having expectations that were 
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not warranted by the fact…they’re sort of feeling extremely entitled…demanding 
better service, and I had to remind people repeatedly that they are all guest, they 
are having a free gift, and they don’t have to take it…it is what it is…they are not 
paying customers… and sometimes people take that too hard, but I was 
surprised…people just expect free goodies, free service, and complained when the 
entertainment isn’t up to their satisfaction.   
 
Similarly, the Introduction to Cataract Surgery MOOC offered by the University 

of Michigan was intended for residents in an ophthalmology residency program, but more 

than 50% of the audience was lay people. The instructor confessed that it was very 

difficult to target the level of difficulty of the materials. Some learners wanted more in-

depth lectures on a particular topic, and some others expressed that the materials were 

very difficult for them. The instructor was frustrated with the fact that what was offered 

was not what some learners wanted and at the same time realized her limitations to not be 

able to respond to the massive group of learners in time despite her willingness to help. 

The other challenge the instructor felt was some disconnection with the MOOC learners 

as opposed to those in a campus-based course. 

I feel that gratification as an instructor I would like to know “Did they learn?” 
“Did it help them?” “What are they going to do with it?” “How are they 
incorporating this into their education?,” and you don’t get that response 
necessarily.  
 
While being content that a lot of learners who found the course special and wrote 

the comments were not necessarily ophthalmologists or residents, the instructor was 

confused as the target audience wasn’t necessarily very vocal on the discussion forum. 

On another level, the instructor did not think she had enough experience doing cataract 

surgery all around the world and felt that she should teach people how to do it in a very 

similar situation as she was trained. Another concern the instructor had related to the 
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ability to perform cataract surgery in a particular place or situation based on available 

equipment.  

We did try to show a couple of different ways to do cataract surgery, particularly 
if you don’t have the finances to have the machine…but that was just one lecture. 
That’s another problem that I faced…in other countries I don’t know what 
equipment they have, and people didn’t necessarily say that…so, I don’t know if 
that was an issue, but in creating and delivering the course that was something I 
had to think about, but a lot of the principles might be the same, and they might 
be able to apply it even if it’s not exactly the same situation for them. 
 
On the note of connecting with the learners online, despite the appreciation at the 

opportunity to distribute the ideas out to the world through MOOCs, the instructor of the 

Property and Liability: An Introduction to Law and Economics MOOC expressed his 

uneasy struggle to feel more engaged with the learners due to the fact that he could not 

see them and attach names or faces to individual learners. The only place he could see his 

learners was LinkedIn when they sent him invitation requests.   

On the final category of time commitment, a number of instructors who were 

interviewed expressed their struggle with the constrained time commitment they could 

make for MOOCs while having the desire to modify and improve the MOOCs. For most 

of the instructors who were performing a full load of responsibilities at their institutions, 

MOOCs were a side task that was done either out of intellectual curiosity or with a 

philanthropic drive to serve the community, among other impetuses. They believed that 

the institutions should come up with a reasonable and organized mechanism to make 

MOOCs an independent item on the faculty’s agenda, especially when learners were 

required to pay for the course, the expectations from the learners would be higher.  
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Chapter Summary 

Chapter 4 presented a review of the research design followed by three major parts 

of data results of the study. The first part detailed the description of the participants, 

including their professional profiles, and their roles in the design and development of the 

MOOCs. The second part described the investigated MOOCs and aspects of course 

design that addressed multicultural learners’ needs. The third part reported the data 

results in three sessions. The first session described the diverse audience that the MOOCs 

served. Most of the participants had mixed expectations of global audience for their 

MOOCs and yet in reality were surprised at the degree of diversity among the audience. 

The second session explained the instructors’ and instructional designers’ perceptions of 

multicultural learners’ needs and the instructional strategies they used to address such 

needs, which in most cases went hand in hand and were grouped into three common 

themes (i.e. language, content, and engagement). The last session reported the 

pedagogical challenges the instructors and instructional designers faced in dealing with 

diversity in their MOOCs. Chapter 5 will discuss the findings of the study and the 

conclusions.
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Chapter V  

Conclusions and Discussion 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to investigate instructors’ and instructional 

designers’ perceptions of multicultural learners’ needs in Massive Open Online Courses 

(MOOCs). It also examined how these perceptions shaped the choices of instructional 

strategies used by these instructors and instructional designers to design and develop the 

MOOCs and the pedagogical challenges they faced when dealing with diverse learner 

populations.  

Chapter 5 provides a summary of the findings, a discussion of the findings in 

relation to the literature review, the limitations of the study, and implications for practice. 

Chapter 5 concludes with recommendations for further research.  

Summary of the Findings 

This qualitative research study recruited instructors and instructional designers 

who were involved in designing and teaching a MOOC to share their perceptions about 

the needs of multicultural learners in their MOOCs, the instructional strategies they used 

to respond to these needs, and pedagogical challenges they faced. The research questions 

guiding the study were:  

• What were MOOC instructors’ and designers’ perceptions of multicultural 

learners’ needs when designing MOOCs? 

• What instructional strategies were used to address multicultural learners’ needs in 

a MOOC learning environment? 
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• What were the pedagogical challenges that MOOC instructors and designers faced 

in determining and addressing multicultural learners’ needs in a MOOC? 

Fifteen participants accepted the interview invitation and completed a scheduled 

interview with the researcher. Findings were grouped into three parts: 1) aspects of 

course design that addressed multicultural learners’ needs of the investigated MOOCs, 2) 

instructors’ and instructional designers’ perceptions of diversity and multicultural 

learners’ needs as well as instructional strategies they used to respond to these needs, and 

3) pedagogical challenges these instructors and instructional designers faced during the 

design and development their MOOCs. Collected data from the interviews are reported 

both by individual cases and in a consolidated fashion (Stake, 2006) and are compared 

with evidence from course designs on the attempts to address multicultural learners’ 

needs.    

Aspects of MOOC design that responded to diverse learners’ needs included the 

built-in course components that offered options/choices of language of assignment 

submissions and content materials categorized by levels of difficulties for learners of 

different ethnic, language backgrounds, and educational levels etc. During the delivery 

phase, indications of instructional strategies that addressed multicultural learners’ needs 

were language support, content support, and multiple forms of online interactions (i.e. 

instructor-students, students-students) to encourage student engagement. The instructors’ 

and instructional designers’ perceptions of diversity and multicultural learners’ needs and 

the instructional strategies that they used to respond to the needs were organized into 

three themes: language, content and engagement. Overall, most of the instructors 

concurred that language played a role in MOOC learning outcomes, especially for 
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learners who spoke English as a second or foreign language. In regards to the course 

content, the participants showed various concerns regarding content comprehension for 

learners, especially for two groups of learners: those who did not have the required 

background knowledge for the course and non-native speakers of English. The content 

support strategies usually targeted these two groups of learners. The instructors and 

designers also showed concerns about patterns of engagement by learners of different 

ethnicities and educational backgrounds. Engagement facilitation strategies were usually 

targeted at minority groups of learners who were not accustomed to the culture of 

American higher education. Finally, these instructors and instructional designers shared 

the pedagogical challenges and concerns they had regarding MOOC design in general 

and addressing for diversity needs specifically.  

Discussion of the Findings Related to the Literature Review 

Roles of the instructors and instructional designers in the design and 

development of MOOCs. The participants in this study played multiple roles in the 

design and development of MOOCs. Among the roles were teachers, administrators, 

leaders of the collaboration team either with other faculty members or with doctoral 

students, coordinator and course designer, or as course liaison. Regarding the connection 

with the audience, most of these instructors fit the analogy of a rock star whose 

performance is viewed by thousands of audience members around the world because of 

the massive volume and diversity among learners in their MOOCs.  Most of the 

participants in this study who were the MOOC instructors shared a number of 

pedagogical concerns in relation to their roles in a MOOC such as: 1) the inability to 

grade or give personal feedback on the learners’ assignments due to the enormous 
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volume of submissions, 2) the feeling of lack of control over the overwhelming amount 

of input provided by the learners on the discussion forum, and 3) a lack of personalized 

interaction with the learners. These concerns were aligned with findings by Haavind & 

Sistek-Chandler’s (2015) work on the instructors’ perceptions of their roles teaching a 

variety of MOOC subjects: the instructor felt a lack of control due to the overwhelming 

amount of input from the learners and mild disappointment from not being able to assess 

all the submitted work.  

Triggered by the massive open online environment, learners in the investigated 

MOOCs possessed different characteristics and demonstrated different learning patterns 

from those in campus-based courses. MOOC learners signed up for the courses 

voluntarily and were proactive, self-motivated and self-directed towards making progress 

through the course or completing the course. The instructors who participated in the study 

seemed to be well aware and adaptive of the shift in roles among their MOOC learners by 

adding to their traditional roles as a content expert, the roles of engagement facilitator, 

discussion monitor, course designer and a culturally sensitive and responsive fellow 

participant.  

Aspects of course design that address multicultural learners’ needs. 

Instructional design for MOOCs required, but were not limited to, content 

accommodations and cultural adaptation for the massive number of learners, and learner-

centric communication methods for interaction (Stanley, 2015). Content accommodations 

to better meet the needs of the MOOC global learners were demonstrated by: adding 

supplemental learning resources in different formats; creating study guides for video 

lectures; utilizing global insights, ideas, and stories; creating notes for video lectures; and 
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customizing the content videos for learners of different academic backgrounds and skill 

levels. Cultural adaptation in the course content design was reflected as the simplification 

of the content presentation and the utilization of internationalized content/examples. The 

design choices that brought about learner-center methods of communication (even though 

such endeavors were reflected on a more individual level and their effects were still 

anecdotally reported) were reflected in the multiple channels of interaction that most of 

these instructors decided to use to enhance learner-learner and instructor-learner 

interaction, as well as to go further and offer live communication opportunities  (i.e. 

Skype, Google Hangout) between instructors and the learners.  

Most of the investigated MOOCs had the built-in features that demonstrated the 

support for the learning needs of massive and culturally diverse audiences. The built-in 

support features were grouped into two major categories: language support and course 

format support. The built-in language support was indicated by the inclusion of 

transcripts, subtitles, and translation of the course content videos into different languages. 

Course format support included a number of techniques the instructors used to either 

enhance the learners’ comprehension of content (such as the insertion of PowerPoint 

slides or other forms of visual aids on top of the content videos), or to reinforce learners’ 

engagement (such as creating multiple discussion venues; creating meet-and-greet 

discussion threads on the discussion forum; encouraging learners to create study groups 

based on their language background or geographical location; or employing mentors or 

teaching assistants to monitor the discussion forums, to help translate the course content 

videos, or to help with assessment). The design efforts in the investigated courses by the 
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instructors and instructional designers reflected to a great extent their concerns for 

diversity in the MOOCs and matched what they shared in the interview.   

Most of the participants demonstrated their quality teaching practices in their 

MOOCs, reflected in the design phase as characterized by Bali (2014), Tomkin and 

Charlevoix (2014), and Zhang (2013) such as:  

Presentation skills: Video presentations in most of the MOOCs were high quality, 

carried personal messages to the learners, and conveyed a warm, friendly tone, as well as 

the humor and personality of the instructors and their passion for the subject.  

High quality content: The content in the investigated MOOCs was high quality 

and relevant with many additional resources available to help the learners.  

Managerial skills: Most instructors employed Teaching Assistants who were their 

doctoral students or their former MOOC students to help with the content video 

translation, to monitor the discussion forum, and/or assist with assessment.  

Personalization: Learners in most of the investigated MOOCs were encouraged to 

build their own study groups and were given the options to build their own groups by 

background language, location proximity and so forth on Coursera. These instructors also 

created multiple communication channels both synchronous and asynchronous, such as 

Facebook pages, virtual office hours besides the discussion forums on Coursera to 

facilitate learner-learner and instructor-learner interaction. Instructors also addressed 

learners by names on the weekly email announcements to individual learners.   

Foster learner-centered interaction: A number of participants in this study felt 

rewarded to be offering the MOOCs because they were in the subject areas of their 

expertise and the conversations the learners brought to the discussion forums pertained to 
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their professional and personal interests. Some others felt that building a professional and 

diverse community on the subject was the main goal of teaching a MOOC, and yet others 

took pride in sharing their passion on the subject to the world. 

Research Questions 1 and 2: Instructors and instructional designers’ 

perceptions of multicultural learners’ needs in a MOOC and instructional strategies 

used to address such needs.   

Even though the participants who were the MOOC instructors and designers had 

different approaches to designing and delivering their MOOCs, there were two common 

themes: 1) they showed deep pedagogical concerns about the quality of the instruction, 

and 2) they shared different perceptions towards diversity. As mentioned earlier in 

Chapter 4, most of the participants in this study began the MOOC design and 

development process with a mixed mindset - expecting a global audience and yet being 

surprised at the degree of diversity among the learners. One reason that some participants 

were surprised was that despite the awareness of global audience attendance, they 

designed the MOOCs with a specific audience in mind as a result of their experiences 

teaching the campus-based courses. Consequently, they suddenly felt less prepared 

during the course launch because the audience turned out to be much more diverse than 

they expected. Some instructors were concerned about whether their personal experience 

and expertise was applicable to the broad group of learners and became concerned that 

this would affect the learning outcomes of the learners, especially those outside of the 

U.S. as they were professionally trained to work with the U.S. student population.  

Perceptions towards diversity by the participants were various and could be 

categorized into three groups: 1) cultural differences among learners’ appreciation and 



121 
 

 
 

satisfaction towards MOOCs, 2) the merits of MOOCs for diverse audiences, and 3) the 

advantages of MOOCs. Some instructors noticed a striking cultural difference in the 

attitude, appreciation and satisfaction towards the MOOCs by learners of different 

cultures. Specifically, learners from the so-called “third world countries” seemed to 

appreciate the opportunities to take quality courses in English from well-known 

American universities and higher educational institutions and became highly driven by 

such pride. On the other hand, Western learners in general, and Americans specifically, 

demonstrated more critical attitudes, complained the courses were too hard or not hard 

enough, demanded better service, and complained when the service was not up to their 

satisfaction. Thus, most of the participants believed that one of the biggest merits of 

MOOCs was to reach out to the diverse groups of audiences, referred to as minorities, 

who came from different language and educational backgrounds and were not adequately 

exposed to the American standard of education. This philanthropic drive, together with 

other goals, motivated the instructors to improve the course quality and thus spoke to the 

heart of education: the desire to better serve the public, the poor, and the underserved.  

As mentioned earlier, perceptions towards multicultural learners’ needs of the 

instructors and instructional designers were paired with the instructional strategies they 

used to address such needs. The three themes that emerged were: language, content, and 

engagement.  

Language. Most of the participants in the study expressed overt concerns for 

language regarding the learning performances of the non-native speakers of English. 

Such concerns either came out of their sympathy for the learners resulting from their 

personal exposure to foreign languages or their caring attitude for these naturally 
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disadvantaged learners who spoke English as a second language and faced the language 

barriers in their learning. They believed that language played a big role in determining 

the learning outcomes of this group of learners, they strived for different methods and 

strategies to support them in overcoming the language barriers, and cheered for the 

learners’ successes and achievements. Commonly found language strategies used to 

support MOOC learners in general, and non-native speakers of English in particular, were 

the use of transcripts, translation, subtitles and visual aids and/or PowerPoint slides in 

addition to the video lectures. Also the instructors attempted to speak clearly and slowly 

in the audio and narration portions of the videos, and some instructors even allowed the 

learners to submit their work in the language of their choice (provided they could find 

three or more peers to review the work in that language).  

The employment of the above language support strategies reflected the 

participants’ understanding the impact of learners’ culture and language to their learning 

behaviors and their action resulting from such understanding. On the other hand, the 

different ways of thinking and acting by learners of diverse cultures and languages 

presented challenges to practices and approaches applied in online instruction across 

cultures (Ke, Chavez & Herrera, 2013). This was evidenced in the Understanding 

Terrorism and the Terrorist Threat MOOC where the instructor witnessed heated 

conversations triggered by controversial topics and authored by learners from different 

regions of the world. Another case of how different languages and cultures impacted the 

way the learners was the case of the Rural Health Nursing MOOC. Two learners who 

were engaged in a discussion about nursing came from different parts of India but did not 

know each other. They were engaged in the conversation in a way that the instructor 
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identified as “getting to a heated discussion.” However, this was an acceptable behavior 

in their culture; there was still an element of respectful tone in the postings. The 

instructor became concerned that the learners were about to get into some hostile 

conversation if they were not careful and wanted to provide some intervention. Yet, the 

conversation managed to resolve itself with minimal comments and was redirected into 

something that became respectful of each other.  

Content. Most of the participants who were the instructors showed multiple 

concerns regarding the comprehension of content by learners, especially those who did 

not have the required background knowledge for the course or were non-native speakers 

of English. The content support strategies included: 1) supplementing the video lectures 

provided to the learners with additional resources in different formats, 2) providing study 

guides for the content in the video lectures, 3) gathering/honoring global insights, ideas, 

and stories from the learners, 4) providing notes (that consisted of the same information 

as in the content video but written in paragraphs like a textbook) for video lectures, 4) 

customizing content videos for different knowledge levels for learners of different 

academic backgrounds and skill levels, and 5) simplifying the content presentation and 

utilizing international content and examples to make the content relevant for an 

international audience.  

As indicated in the review of literature, the massive, open, and online nature of 

MOOCs both stimulates and challenges the instructors and course designers. The types of 

learning materials and activities presented in MOOCs were determined by the available 

technological capacities, the instructor’s exposure to technology, and the amount of 

technology support they received, among others. Course designers also faced the 
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challenge of balancing between the learning objectives, appropriate sequence and pace, 

the quality of the learning materials, and satisfactory methods of assessment and 

interaction (Klobas, Mackintosh, & Murphy, 2014). Thus, the participants possessed 

different levels of technical skills, had different levels of exposure to online teaching and 

learning, and received varying amounts of technology support from their institution. 

Common indications of addressing diverse learners’ needs in terms of content were that 

the courses demonstrated clear, measurable and achievable learning objectives. Learners 

were provided with different sets of roadmaps to accomplish the learning goals defined 

for them or by them. The learners were also able to choose what recognition they would 

receive for their effort based on the investment they were willing to provide. For 

example, Coursera provides certificates of accomplishment for the learners who passed 

the courses, or allows learners to take the courses at their own pace, or allows learners 

free enrollment to audit the course, to view or to download the content materials. 

Findings in this study indicated that the participants went beyond their teaching 

and designing duties to pay close attention to the learners’ needs by providing customized 

and personalized learning supports, such as study guides or notes for the content videos, 

and by using instructional strategies that were inclusive, such as diversifying content 

videos for learners of different skill levels. In addition, the participants attempted to 

internationalize the content by using examples or content pieces that were applicable to 

global audience. The very real experience of dealing with this massive and diverse 

audience challenged the instructors and course designers and allowed them to experience 

the immediate effects of their involvement and pedagogical innovation in the course. The 
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learners’ feedback, which was faster-paced, non-traditional, spontaneous and more 

diverse than that in a conventional course, contributed significantly to this experience. 

Engagement. A study by Phan et al. (2016) indicated that learners who 

demonstrated active engagement during a MOOC tend to outperform the ones who did 

not prioritize a similar trait. Given that, the instructors interviewed in this study showed 

various concerns about different patterns of engagement in the courses by learners of 

different ethnicity, language and educational background. These global learners brought 

with them aspects of their native language and cultural identities that were shaped by 

their educational background when immersing themselves into the mainstream American 

classroom culture to create a virtual multicultural classroom. This mosaic virtual 

multicultural classroom varied by the content subject and the groups of learners who 

participated in the course, as well as the virtual environment created for them. 

 Engagement facilitation strategies applied by the instructors in this study usually 

targeted supporting groups of learners who were not familiar with the American higher 

education system. The strategies applied by these participants varied, and reflected their 

observation and acknowledgement of the learners’ needs to be engaged in the course. 

Some instructors took advantage of the built-in features such as the discussion forums or 

the study groups on the Coursera to accelerate online discussion among the learners, 

others participated in the discussion as fellow learners, yet others went further to offer a 

variety of communication avenues for the learners such as Facebook pages, virtual office 

hours, Google Hangout. Other instructors acquired a high degree of proactive 

participation from the learners by breaking them into regional discussion groups before 

inviting them into the massive group, having them upload videos of themselves 
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explaining concepts, or asking them share their personal stories either through a self-

introduction thread (or sometimes called “meet-and-greet” sessions in some MOOCs). 

The personal storytelling could also be extended to be related to, or part of the course 

assignments they were doing. Again, due to the amount of work experience with and 

exposure to an international audience, some instructors applied their insights and 

knowledge about the cultural effects on communication patterns of international learners 

to bring out the best in them, such as in the case of honoring/broadcasting opinions of 

learners who had great ideas but were usually less vocal than their Western classmates.  

The implementation of engagement facilitation strategies was dependent on the 

subjects being taught, the instructors’ and course designers’ experiences and exposure to 

a global audience, and their time commitment. Learners in the investigated MOOCs in 

this study were granted the opportunities to extensively communicate with one another 

from different parts of the world across different skill levels and regardless of their 

language and educational background due to the application of a wide variety of 

engagement facilitation strategies by the participants who were the instructors.  

Research Question 3: Pedagogical challenges in addressing multicultural 

learners’ needs in a MOOC.  

 In a study by Rensing, Freitas, Ley and Muñoz-Merino (2014), the authors 

reported that MOOCs were an exciting online learning environment that provided 

numerous advantages to the learners, among them are the wealth of resources, the 

dynamic, contextualized and authentic interactions on the subject or the cultural 

exchanges and personal experiences among the learners. Driven by a sense of personal 

pride to make an impact, the joy of sharing the passion on the subject to the world, and a 
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philanthropic goal to help the less advantaged with education, these participants were 

excited to participate in the design and development of their MOOCs, applied the best 

teaching practices that they used in their institutions, explored new teaching styles and 

techniques, and were eager to engage and gain from the interaction with the learners. 

Despite these positive goals, pedagogical implementation in a massive open 

online learning environment was challenging. A common challenge faced by most of the 

instructors and course designers which aligned with the findings of Ferguson and 

Sharples (2014), was that they were not able to provide prompt feedback to the learners 

but had to heavily rely on the teaching assistants to monitor the discussion forums and to 

respond to questions from the learners. There were also problems with a high volume of 

issues in the course that had to be managed by a handful of teaching assistants. Another 

typical challenge raised by most of the instructors was their struggle with the time 

commitment for the MOOCs. Most of these instructors and course designers had to teach 

regular courses on campus besides conducting research and performing other vital 

responsibilities in their institutions. They expressed the dilemma they had between the 

desire to improving the MOOCs and reaching broader audiences versus the limited time 

they had for MOOCs.  

New findings in this study were the pedagogical challenges of the instructors that 

were triggered by subjects that were culturally sensitive. In some cases, the discussion 

forums generated some controversial topics and/or a sense of hostility among the learners 

as described in Chapter 4. Even though the instructors used strategies to organize the 

discussion in such a way as to minimize hostile feelings, while inviting everyone to join 

the discussion and celebrating the learning and exploration throughout the course, it was 
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the subject itself that generated and drew learners into such controversies. On a positive 

note about pedagogical challenges, the instructors in the course that provided educational 

tools for teachers and educators, faced a different type of challenge about how to gear the 

learners toward the educational focus of an online teaching tool, as in how to use digital 

stories to support and improve teaching and learning quality as a teacher and as a learner.  

Yet, another type of challenge that the participants who were the instructors of the 

niche subjects such as Galaxies and Cosmology or Introduction to Cataract Surgery 

faced was that the courses were designed for learners with certain background knowledge 

of the subject, but in reality the audience was more diverse and included people who did 

not meet the requirements of having background of the target audience. As a consequence 

of dealing with a broader diverse group of learners that they were not fully prepared for, 

the instructors received different kinds of feedback from the learners about the level of 

difficulty of the course, the attitude towards what was available and the demand for better 

service including the complaints when the service was not up to their satisfaction. 

Another challenge for the participants who taught the MOOCs of niche subjects that 

required prerequisite knowledge was that they sometimes felt they did not have sufficient 

expertise to teach the subject to a global audience as they were trained to work with 

specific audiences within the U.S. There was also an issue with students not having the 

correct equipment to perform the tasks in other countries.  

Finally, some instructors struggled with connecting with the learners in the online 

learning environment, especially one at the massive scale of MOOCs. The instructors had 

the same strong desire to know whether and how much the students learned, as well as 

how they applied what they learned to practice in the virtual classroom as much as they 
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did on a campus-based course. While it was possible to capture a whole picture of 

students’ learning outcomes in a campus-based course, this was hardly a possible task in 

a MOOC learning environment due to the come-and-go of the MOOC learners and the 

lack of obligation for them to perform. On top of that, the instructor also did not feel they 

knew their learners at an individual level such as their names, backgrounds, strength 

and/or weakness. As a consequence, these instructors felt disconnected (or less 

connected) with the learners in the online environment as opposed to their campus-based 

students.  

Limitations 

A limitation of this study is the generalizability of the findings. Even though the 

participants represented diverse disciplines and both public and private higher education 

institutions in the United States, it does not reveal the complete story of multicultural 

learners’ needs in MOOCs, how they are perceived and responded to by instructors, or 

what pedagogical challenges became evident along the way. In addition, only online 

modes of communication were used for data collection in this study. Other methods such 

as in-person observation and discussion could reveal additional findings.  

Significance of the Study 

As MOOCs become a more widespread phenomenon in higher education and 

formal credits and recognition evolve, responses to questions about the instructional 

quality of the MOOCs have become more urgent and critical. Despite the many goals of 

developing MOOCs by institutions and individuals reported by Hollands and Tirthali 

(2014), the original goal of MOOCs was to bring quality education to global learners. 

The researcher believes that one of the critical issues of online learning on a large scale 
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revolves around the umbrella question of how to deal with the global audience of 

learners. Building and delivering massive open online courses around the concept of 

global diversity and responding to the learning needs of multicultural learners with 

adequate acknowledgement of the learners’ diverse backgrounds and their manifestation 

into learning patterns and behaviors shed the light on the problem to some extent. This 

study contributes to the mission of educating the global audience by providing these 

insights: 1) instructors’ and course designers’ perceptions about multicultural learners’ 

needs and how these perceptions and identification of the learners’ needs guided them in 

designing and delivering the course, and 2) instructional strategies they applied to 

respond to such needs, and 3) pedagogical challenges they had while pursuing these 

goals.  

Major contributions of this study include sharing the internal voices of the 

instructors who designed, developed and taught the MOOCs. Various insights into global 

learners’ backgrounds by the MOOC instructors and designers that shaped their 

responses to learners’ learning behaviors and needs contributed to the knowledge base of 

MOOC instruction. Instructional strategies that these instructors used to deal with 

multicultural learners as well as to engage them and accelerate their performances in the 

MOOCs across disciplines can be valuable sources of reference for the next generations 

of MOOC instructors and designers. In the meantime, the pedagogical challenges 

reported in this study can serve as a reference for the instructors and course designers 

when starting their MOOC design and delivery journey.  
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Implications for Practice  

If educators are warned against “one size fits all” in their professional practice, 

perhaps the greatest implication for practice from this study is that MOOCs will probably 

never be about “one size fits all.” All of the narratives, anecdotes, and lessons learned 

from MOOCs can serve as a source of reference at best. A successful MOOC model 

cannot be simply transplanted or replicated because aspects of the learners’ diversity 

(what the researcher would refer as “micro level” in which evidence of diversity is shown 

within an inner group of learners who are normally bounded within a territory and share 

the same language, culture and educational background; and “macro level” among 

learners who share none of the above) are magnified and become more critical variables 

in a MOOC learning environment. The instructors and course designers have to “pick and 

choose” their instructional content by “trying out” different instructional strategies and 

may have to accept the possibility of failure in the design and delivery of MOOCs. Each 

MOOC is a unique package from the way it is designed, the philosophy behind it, and 

most importantly, the audience who participates. This is the nature and the beauty of this 

type of online learning environment: while it gives the instructors and course designers 

exciting experiences in the freedom of design, it also requires them to provide flexibility, 

choices and options for the learners. This could possibly mean a tremendous time 

commitment on designing a MOOC and challenges in considering all aspects of the 

learners’ diversity.  

Findings in this study should not serve as a single reference for MOOC design 

and development. Instructors and course designers of MOOCs should also consider 
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guidelines on the Coursera Partner Help Center and other sources of references and 

publications from institutions who pioneered MOOC design and delivery.  

Recommendation for Future Research 

There are many possibilities to extend the findings of this study in order to “tell a 

more complete story” of how MOOC instructors and course designers perceive and 

respond to multicultural learners’ needs. It is recommended that replication of this study 

be conducted on another MOOC platform besides Coursera, such as edX, Future Learn, 

Stanford Online, or Udacity, to name a few. Extending this study to another MOOC 

platform may help identify pedagogical strengths and weakness in different MOOC 

providers and their potential impact on learning outcomes.  

In regards to methodology, it is recommended that the data collection be extended 

with the inclusion of face-to-face interview components and classroom observations with 

instructors and instructional designers who develop and launch MOOCs in addition to the 

online and telephone interview method that was employed in this study. Classroom 

observations on campus would provide great quality data sources for the study. These 

resources would in turn set the background and provide guidance for further exploration 

on pedagogical challenges and instructional strategies at other institutions.  

Another possibility to extend this study is to investigate the pedagogical 

transformation between MOOCs and conventional campus-based courses offered by the 

same instructors. Insights into pedagogical transformation between MOOCs and 

conventional courses made by the instructors who teach MOOCs and campus-based 

courses could paint a larger picture of pedagogical approaches used in both 

environments.  
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Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to describe the perceptions of MOOC instructors 

and designers regarding multicultural learners’ needs in their courses and how those 

perceptions are manifested in the design phase of the MOOC. The study also examined 

the perceptions of these instructors and designers about the pedagogical challenges then 

faced when designing the MOOCs for learners across the globe. In addition, the study 

explored different instructional strategies that MOOC instructors and designers used to 

respond to the learners’ needs in the MOOC learning environment. With this purpose in 

mind, the research questions of the study were:  

• What were MOOC instructors’ and designers’ perceptions of multicultural 

learners’ needs when designing MOOCs? 

• What instructional strategies were used to address multicultural learners’ needs in 

a MOOC learning environment? 

• What were the pedagogical challenges that MOOC instructors and designers faced 

in determining and addressing multicultural learners’ needs in a MOOC? 

The review of MOOC literature revealed the absence of examination of aspects of 

MOOC learners’ diverse language, cultural and educational backgrounds, how these 

diversities were translated into their learning behaviors and needs, how the instructors 

responded to the needs and what challenges they faced when doing so.  

Findings of the study were organized into the following categories: 1) 

participants’ roles in the design and development of MOOCs, 2) aspects of course design 

that address multicultural learners’ needs, 3) expectations and reality of MOOC 

audiences, 4) instructors and instructional designers’ perceptions of multicultural 
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learners’ needs in a MOOC and instructional strategies used to address such needs, and 5) 

pedagogical challenges in addressing multicultural learners’ needs in a MOOC.  

The study revealed diverse perceptions towards MOOC multicultural learners’ 

needs and multiple instructional strategies used by the instructors and course designers in 

responding to the needs. The participants also shared a number of common challenges 

that are associated with dealing with a massive global audience or peculiar to a particular 

MOOC subject. It is suggested that the findings of the study be regarded as a source of 

reference for future generation of MOOC instructors and course designers. Despite the 

limited generalizability and limitations in data collection methods, it is hoped that this 

study will contribute to the field of MOOC instruction with insights and resources of 

global MOOC learners and their behaviors, instructional strategies used by the instructors 

when working with multicultural learners, and challenges they faced when doing so. 
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Appendix A  

Interview Protocol 

Researcher Name(s): 

Mode of communication (Phone, Skype, face-to-face meeting and location): 

Participant Name:                                                          

Job title: 

Institution/department:                                                            

Date: 

Start time:                 End time: 

 

1.      What is your institution doing currently with respect to MOOCs? 

2.      What are the primary goals of your institution in pursuing MOOCs? 

3.      What is your role in this work and how did this role develop? 

4.      How do you and your institution define a MOOC? 

5.      For specific MOOCs: 

• What MOOC is your institution developing at the moment? 

• What are the educational objectives of the MOOC(s) you are offering? 

• Who is the target audience for your MOOC(s)?  

• What educational outcomes are being measured? (Rate of completion? Number of 

students receiving certificates? Or the degree of participation of the learners? (I.e. 

numbers of students participating in an activity? Number of views on the 

materials?) 



 
 

 
 

6. Students attending your course come from different cultures and diverse 

background. In what way does your curriculum deal with diversity/diverse 

populations? 

7. What data are you collecting for your MOOC(s)? (I.e. pre-, post- and during the 

course, enrollment, demographics of participants, reasons for taking course, 

participation, test scores, completion, post-course applications (networking, 

pursuit of further study, employer acceptance of any credentials). 

8. Can you share with us some demographic information of the audience in the 

MOOC(s) you are offering?  

9.  How is data collected from MOOCs being used to improve pedagogy either 

online or on-campus?  

10. How do you think the following factors will possibly affect student’s learning 

behaviors and their participation in a MOOC?  

• Language & ethnicity background 

• Education level 

• Employment status 

• Gender 

• Age 

11. Which of the above issues did you address in designing your MOOC activities? 

Can you please give some examples?  

 



 
 

 
 

Appendix B  

Participants’ Professional Profiles 

Participant 1. Participant 1 is a male American astrophysicist and a professor of 

Astronomy at the California institute of technology. He has worked on astronomy and 

cosmology topics, including galaxy formation and evolution, fundamental properties of 

early-type galaxies, distant quasars, cosmic gamma-ray bursts, gravitational lenses, 

globular clusters, digital sky surveys, etc. He is one of the founders of Virtual 

Observatory concept and pioneered the uses of machine learning tools for analysis of 

large digital sky surveys. His research interests involve the ways information and 

computation technologies change the ways science is done. His current project involves 

establishing Astroinformatics, a bridge discipline between astronomy and applied 

computer science and information technology. 

(http://www.astro.caltech.edu/~george/Djorgovski_CV_2pages.pdf).  

Participant 2. Participant 2 is a female assistant research professor in the 

department of Cell Biology at Duke University. She has been teaching medical students 

at Medical Center of Duke University for the past 6 years and Introduction to Physiology 

course to graduate and undergraduate students. She is currently the course director of the 

cell biology portion of the Duke medical school course, Molecule and Cells. 

(https://www.coursera.org/instructor/~12).  

Participant 3. Participant 3 is a female associate research professor in the 

department of Cell Biology at Duke University. She has been teaching cell biology and 

cell/systems physiology to graduate students and medical students at Duke University 

Medical Center and others for more than 20 years and is the co-author of the book 

http://www.astro.caltech.edu/%7Egeorge/Djorgovski_CV_2pages.pdf
https://www.coursera.org/instructor/%7E12


 
 

 
 

Physiology: Review for the National Boards. She has received several teaching awards 

including Golden Apples and Master Clinician/Teacher Award from Duke University 

Medical School. She is currently the course director and course coordinator of the Duke 

medical school course, Normal Body, and the course director of two graduate courses, 

Human Structure and Function and Introductory Physiology. 

(https://www.coursera.org/instructor/~13). 

Participant 4. Participant 4 is a male associate professor from Duke University 

School of Medicine. He studies brain development in early life and the relationships 

between the structure of neural circuits and the functional properties they generate. His 

research has been published on top scientific journals and he is the co-author of a digital 

atlas of the human brain (Sylvius) and co-editor and co-author of a leading textbook in 

the field (Neuroscience, Sinauer Assoc., Inc.). He directs on-campus versions of this 

online course for first-year medical and physical therapy students in the Duke University 

School of Medicine. He is the recipient of the Excellence in Teaching Award from 

physical therapy students, the Golden Apple Award from medical students, and the 

Master Clinician/Teacher Award from the Duke University School of Medicine. 

(https://dibs.duke.edu/scholars/leonard-white). 

Participant 5. Participant 5 is a male adjunct assistant research scientist at the 

Joint Program in survey methodology at the University of Maryland. His research focuses 

on various questions around Web survey methodology and visual design effects in 

questionnaire design. It centers around two aspects of survey methodology: (1) factors 

influencing nonresponse and measurement error in Web surveys and (2) visual design 

effects on rating scales and open-ended questions. (http://jointprogram.umd.edu/keusch). 

https://www.coursera.org/instructor/%7E13
https://dibs.duke.edu/scholars/leonard-white
http://jointprogram.umd.edu/keusch


 
 

 
 

Participant 6. Participant 6 is a female mathematician and computer scientist. She 

is an assistant teaching professor in the Computer Science and Engineering Department at 

the University of California, San Diego (UCSD). Her research focus is on the theory of 

computation, mathematical logic, and algorithmic randomness. She develops curricula 

and university programs on algorithms, problem solving, the overlap between math and 

computer science, and writing in the discipline. Her work has been supported by several 

grants from the National Science Foundation. She has taught many different courses in 

mathematics and computer science, ranging from large-lecture introductory courses for 

freshmen to senior undergraduate and graduate seminars. She was awarded the Best 

Teacher award 2013-2014 in the Jacobs School of Engineering at UCSD. 

(http://cseweb.ucsd.edu/~minnes/). 

Participant 7. Participant 7 is a female instructor and director of START's (Study 

of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism) Education in the Terrorism Studies program at 

the University of Maryland’s (UMD).  She directs and teaches in the UMD's Global 

Terrorism Minor and Graduate Certificate in Terrorism Analysis.  She also directs 

START’s Terrorism Research Award Program, Undergraduate Research Program, and 

Career Development Programs and works with UMD and consortium faculty and 

researchers to develop innovative approaches to terrorism studies education. She also 

works as an instructional designer, collaborating with other faculty researchers to develop 

professional training programs based on START-sponsored research, including trainings 

related to Countering Violent Extremism (CVE) programming, risk communication, 

cybersecurity, and empirical analysis of terrorism data.  She serves on committees for 

undergraduate and graduate programs, and serves as the Dean’s representative on the 

http://cseweb.ucsd.edu/%7Eminnes/


 
 

 
 

Provost’s Commission on Learning Outcomes Assessment and holds faculty affiliations 

in the UMD’s Department of Anthropology and Honors College. 

(https://www.start.umd.edu/people/katherine-worboys-izsak). 

Participant 8. Participant 8 is a female visiting associate professor of medicine at 

the University of California San Francisco (UCSF), division of medical genetics. She 

currently leads the development and implementation of the precision medicine education 

at UCSF, including courses and webinars for practicing health care providers. She has 

published on over 50 peer-reviewed journals on her research areas of genetic 

underpinnings of infectious and chronic diseases and recently co-authored a 

comprehensive review on the field of genomic medicine, published in Science 

Translational Medicine. In addition to her work at UCSF, she is an adjunct associate 

professor at the Duke University Center for Personalized and Precision Medicine, editor-

in-chief of a patient-centered magazine from Big Science Media, Genome, aimed at 

educating and informing patients in the area of genomic medicine, and a consultant in 

precision medicine education. (https://www.coursera.org/instructor/~1833).  

Participant 9. Participant 9 is a male professor emeritus in the History 

Department who has been teaching Russian and modern European history at the 

University of California, Santa Cruz (UCSC) since 1966. His research interests include 

Russian history, Eastern Europe, 20th-century Europe and Soviet film. At UCSC, he has 

taught courses in each of those areas, as well as modern European history, the Holocaust 

and Jewish social history. He is the recipient of an Excellence in teaching award. He is a 

native of Hungary and a Holocaust survivor and the author of eight books, including A 

History of the Soviet Union from the beginning to the end and the autobiographical 

https://www.start.umd.edu/people/katherine-worboys-izsak
https://www.coursera.org/instructor/%7E1833


 
 

 
 

Varieties of Fear: Growing up Jewish under Nazism and Communism. His most recent 

work is entitled From Antisemitism to Genocide; the Origins of the Holocaust. 

(http://history.ucsc.edu/faculty/profiles/singleton.php?&singleton=true&cruz_id=kenez).  

Participant 10. Participant 10 is a male researcher, a professor, an administrator, 

Vice President for Student Affairs and a member of the faculty of the College of 

Education at the University of New Mexico. Growing up on the border of Texas and 

Mexico, he has been fascinated by the folk traditions and folkways of Mexico and of his 

Mexican American roots.  Both of his parents were into herbal lore and healing, and as he 

matured he learned to love and respect the history and folk knowledge of the ancient art 

of Curanderismo, the Mexican folk healing. He regularly lectures and gives presentations 

on the history of Curanderismo to scholars and students of Latin American culture, lay 

people who want knowledge about traditional medicine and medical professionals.  He 

has published two books on his life and his research area: Curandero: A Life in Mexican 

Folk Healing, and Healing with Herbs and Rituals: A Mexican Tradition, both available 

on the University of New Mexico Press. (https://www.coursera.org/instructor/cheotorres).  

Participant 11. Participant 11 is a female medical doctor and a clinical assistant 

professor, Ophthalmology and Visual Sciences at the University of Michigan. She 

practices general ophthalmology at a satellite clinic of the Kellogg Eye Center in 

Northville, Michigan and supervises residents from the University of Michigan 

Ophthalmology Residency program.  She has collaborated with several renowned 

ophthalmologists to put together a comprehensive course that provided fundamental 

knowledge needed to begin performing cataract surgery by phacoemulsification and extra 

capsular removal. (http://kellogg.umich.edu/bios/du.html).  

http://history.ucsc.edu/faculty/profiles/singleton.php?&singleton=true&cruz_id=kenez
https://www.coursera.org/instructor/cheotorres
http://kellogg.umich.edu/bios/du.html


 
 

 
 

Participant 12. Participant 12 is a male associate professor of Learning, Design 

and Technology at the University of Houston. He teaches traditional and online courses 

on the integration of technology into the curriculum and educational uses of multimedia, 

educational uses of multimedia tools including, digital storytelling, digital video, and 

digital photography. He is an internationally recognized leader in the educational uses of 

digital storytelling and has been delivering courses, conducting workshops, writing 

articles, and supervising graduate student research on this topic for more than a decade. 

The Educational Uses of Digital Storytelling (EUODS) website 

(http://digitalstorytelling.coe.uh.edu/) that he created serves as a resource for educators 

and students interested in how digital storytelling can be integrated into educational 

activities. The EUODS website presents digital stories on a wide range of subjects and 

provides detailed information about tools and techniques for creating digital stories to 

support teaching and learning, as well as descriptions and links to other digital 

storytelling websites, published articles, research studies, e-books and more. The EUODS 

website was the 2009 recipient of the MERLOT Faculty Development Award for 

Exemplary Online Materials, a peer-reviewed award for exemplary online materials and 

learning resources. (http://faculty.coe.uh.edu/brobin/homepage/).  

Participant 13. Participant 13 is a male medical director, a nurse practitioner and 

an assistant clinical professor at College of Nursing, University of New Mexico. He has 

been in clinical practice for over 20 years, primarily in rural, frontier and urban 

underserved populations in the Deep South and on the west coast and practiced mission 

clinics in the Caribbean and South America. His clinical and research interests include 

health care systems, rural health, clinical decision-making, Native American health, and 

http://digitalstorytelling.coe.uh.edu/
http://faculty.coe.uh.edu/brobin/homepage/


 
 

 
 

homeless health. His current research includes e-Mentoring, diabetes among Native 

Americans, and the study of the use of evidence-based practice and clinical decision-

making among nurse practitioners. 

(http://unmmg.org/findadoc/details.cfm?dockey=1851375976).  

Participant 14. Participant 14 is a male professor of economics who has taught 

economics and social studies at Wesleyan University since 1975, and twice received the 

University's annual Binswanger Award for Excellence in Teaching respectively in 1993, 

and in 2012. His teaching and scholarly interests lie at the intersection of economics, law, 

history and philosophy, and historical development of social institutions and the problem 

of how social order is created and maintained. He has been a pioneer in the application of 

economic analysis to legal problems and published extensively on scholarly journals and 

books in a range of disciplines. (https://www.coursera.org/instructor/~234).  

Participant 15. Participant 15 is a distinguished male university professor in the 

Departments of Organizational Behavior, Psychology, and Cognitive Science at Case 

Western Reserve University. His research focuses on sustained, desired change at all 

levels of human endeavor from individuals, teams, organizations, communities, countries 

and global change. He is the author of more than 150 articles on leadership, 

competencies, emotional intelligence, competency development, coaching, and 

management education and was ranked number 9 most influential international thinkers 

by an 11,000 HR Director Survey in HR (Society for Human Resources) Magazine. His 

books include: The Competent Manager; the international best-seller, Primal Leadership 

with Daniel Goleman and Annie McKee (in 28 languages); Resonant Leadership, with 

Annie McKee (in 18 languages); and Becoming a Resonant Leader, with Annie McKee 

http://unmmg.org/findadoc/details.cfm?dockey=1851375976
https://www.coursera.org/instructor/%7E234


 
 

 
 

and Fran Johnston (in 7 languages). 

(https://www.coursera.org/instructor/richardboyatzis).  
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Appendix C  

List of the Investigated MOOCs on the Coursera Platform 

 

Participant 1. Galaxies and Cosmology 

https://www.mooc-list.com/course/galaxies-and-cosmology-coursera?static=true 

 

 

 

 

https://www.mooc-list.com/course/galaxies-and-cosmology-coursera?static=true


 
 

 
 

Participants 2 and 3. Introduction to Human Physiology 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/physiology 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/physiology


 
 

 
 

Participant 4. Medical Neuroscience 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/medical-neuroscience 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/medical-neuroscience


 
 

 
 

Participant 5. Questionnaire Design for Social Survey 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/questionnaire-design 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/questionnaire-design


 
 

 
 

Participant 6. Specialization in Intermediate Java Software Engineering 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/object-oriented-java 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/object-oriented-java


 
 

 
 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/advanced-data-structures 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/advanced-data-structures


 
 

 
 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/cs-tech-interview 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/cs-tech-interview


 
 

 
 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/data-structures-optimizing-performance 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/data-structures-optimizing-performance


 
 

 
 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/intermediate-programming-capstone 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/intermediate-programming-capstone


 
 

 
 

 

Participant 7. Understanding Terrorism and the Terrorist Threat 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/understandingterror 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/understandingterror


 
 

 
 

Participant 8. Genomic and Precision Medicine 

https://www.mooc-list.com/course/genomic-and-precision-medicine-coursera?static=true 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.mooc-list.com/course/genomic-and-precision-medicine-coursera?static=true


 
 

 
 

Participant 9. The Holocaust: The Destruction of European Jewry 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/the-holocaust 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/the-holocaust


 
 

 
 

Participant 10. Curanderismo Part 1: Traditional Healing of the Body 

https://www.mooc-list.com/course/curanderismo-part-1-traditional-healing-body-
coursera?static=true 

 

https://www.mooc-list.com/course/curanderismo-part-1-traditional-healing-body-coursera?static=true
https://www.mooc-list.com/course/curanderismo-part-1-traditional-healing-body-coursera?static=true


 
 

 
 

 

 

 

Participant 11. Introduction to Cataract Surgery 

https://www.mooc-list.com/course/introduction-cataract-surgery-coursera?static=true 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.mooc-list.com/course/introduction-cataract-surgery-coursera?static=true


 
 

 
 

Participant 12. Powerful Tools for Teaching and Learning: Digital Storytelling 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/digital-storytelling 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/digital-storytelling


 
 

 
 

Participant 13. Rural Health Nursing 

https://www.mooc-list.com/course/rural-health-nursing-coursera?static=true 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.mooc-list.com/course/rural-health-nursing-coursera?static=true


 
 

 
 

Participant 14. Property and Liability: An Introduction to Law and Economics 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/property-law-and-economics 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/property-law-and-economics


 
 

 
 

Participant 15. Inspiring Leadership through Emotional Intelligence 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/emotional-intelligence-leadership 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/emotional-intelligence-leadership


 

June 17, 2015         
 
Trang Phan 
Dr. Sara G. McNeil 
Curriculum and Instruction 
 
Dear Trang Phan, 
 
Based upon your request for exempt status, an administrative review of your research proposal entitled 
“Pedagogical Challenges in Addressing Multicultural Population Needs in Massive Open Online Course 
(MOOC) Design” was conducted on April 15, 2015.  
 
At that time, your request for exemption under Category 2 was approved pending modification of your 
proposed procedures/documents. 
 
The changes you have made adequately respond to the identified contingencies. As long as you continue 
using procedures described in this project, you do not have to reapply for review. * Any modification of this 
approved protocol will require review and further approval. Please contact me to ascertain the appropriate 
mechanism. 
 
If you have any questions, please contact Alicia Vargas at (713) 743-9215. 
 
Sincerely yours, 
 

 
 
Kirstin Rochford, MPH, CIP, CPIA 
Director, Research Compliance  
 
 
*Approvals for exempt protocols will be valid for 5 years beyond the approval date. Approval for this project 
will expire June 16, 2020. If the project is completed prior to this date, a final report should be filed to close 
the protocol. If the project will continue after this date, you will need to reapply for approval if you wish to 
avoid an interruption of your data collection.  
 
 
Protocol Number: 15385-EX

316 E. Cullen Building    Houston, TX 77204-2015     (713) 743-9204    Fax: (713) 743-9577 

COMMITTEES FOR THE PROTECTION OF HUMAN SUBJECTS. 



 
 

UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

 
 
PROJECT TITLE: Pedagogical Challenges in Addressing Multicultural Population Needs in 
Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) Design 
 
You are being invited to take part in a research project conducted by Erwin Handoko and Trang   
from the department of Curriculum and Instruction at the University of Houston. The project is 
being conducted under the supervision Dr. Sara McNeil. 
  
NON-PARTICIPATION STATEMENT 
 
Taking part in the research project is voluntary and you may refuse to take part or withdraw at 
any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You may also 
refuse to answer any research-related questions that make you uncomfortable.  
 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
 
The purpose of the study is to identify how issues related to multicultural population are being 
addressed in Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) designs & development. The research will 
provide insights about challenges to that need to be addressed to improve the learning quality of 
global audience. The duration of the entire study is approximately 18 months. 
  
PROCEDURES 
 
  
You will be one of approximately 15 subjects invited to take part in this project.       
 
The research project will look into pedagogical challenges faced in designing and developing a 
MOOC. Such information is only available from subjects who have the experience of designing, 
developing, and offering a course. 
 
If we do not receive any response, a follow-up invitation email will be sent two week later. 
Following your approval, interview dates will be scheduled and interview modes (in-person, 
phone call, Skype call, or Google Hangout call) will be decided. The interview is planned to be 
less than an 45-60 minutes, during which we will ask a list of questions related to your 
experience designing and developing a MOOC.   
 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
 
Every effort will be made to maintain the confidentiality of your participation in this project. Each 
subject’s name will be paired with a code number by the principal investigator. This code 
number will appear on all written materials. The list pairing the subject’s name to the assigned 
code number will be kept separate from all research materials and will be available only to the 
principal investigator. Confidentiality will be maintained within legal limits. 
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RISKS/DISCOMFORTS 
 
As far as we concern, there is no foreseeable risk for your participation in this research. 
 
BENEFITS 
 
While you will not directly benefit from participation, your participation may help investigators 
better understand about challenges that need to be addressed to improve the learning quality of 
instruction for global audience. 
 
ALTERNATIVES 
 
Participation in this project is voluntary and the only alternative to this project is non-
participation. 
 
PUBLICATION STATEMENT 
 
The results of this study may be published in scientific journals, professional publications, or 
educational presentations; however, no individual subject will be identified.   
 
AGREEMENT FOR THE USE OF AUDIO TAPES  
 
If you consent to take part in this study, please indicate whether you agree to be audio taped 
during the study by checking the appropriate box below. If you agree, please also indicate 
whether the audio tapes can be used for publication/presentations. 
 

� I agree to be audio taped during the interview. 
� I agree that the audio tape(s) can be used in publication/presentations. 
� I do not agree that the audio tape(s) can be used in publication/presentations. 

� I do not agree to be audio taped during the interview.  
 

Note: Even if you disagree to audiotaping, you can still take part in the research. 
 
 
 
 
 
SUBJECT RIGHTS 
 
1. I understand that informed consent is required of all persons participating in this project.  

 
2. I have been told that I may refuse to participate or to stop my participation in this project at 

any time before or during the project. I may also refuse to answer any question. 
 

3. Any risks and/or discomforts have been explained to me, as have any potential benefits.  
 

4. I understand the protections in place to safeguard any personally identifiable information 
related to my participation. 
 

5. I understand that, if I have any questions, I may contact Erwin Handoko at (832) 812- 2147, 
email at ehandoko@uh.edu or Trang Phan at (956) 445-9275, email at tphan2@uh.edu.  I 
may also contact Dr. Sara McNeil, faculty sponsor, at (713) 743-4975 

mailto:ehandoko@uh.edu
mailto:tphan2@uh.edu
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or email at smcneil@uh.edu. 
 

6. Any questions regarding my rights as a research subject may be addressed to the 
University of Houston Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects (713-743-
9204). All research projects that are carried out by Investigators at the University of 
Houston are governed be requirements of the University and the federal government.  
 

 
SIGNATURES 
 
I have read (or have had read to me) the contents of this consent form and have been 
encouraged to ask questions. I have received answers to my questions to my 
satisfaction. I give my consent to participate in this study, and have been provided with a 
copy of this form for my records and in case I have questions as the research 
progresses.  
 
 
Study Subject (print name): ______________________________________________________  
 
Signature of Study Subject: ______________________________________________________  
 
Date: _______________________________________________________________________  
 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
I have read this form to the subject and/or the subject has read this form. An explanation 
of the research was provided and questions from the subject were solicited and 
answered to the subject’s satisfaction. In my judgment, the subject has demonstrated 
comprehension of the information.  
 
 
Principal Investigator (print name and title): __________________________________________  
 
Signature of Principal Investigator: ________________________________________________  
 
Date: _______________________________________________________________________  

mailto:smcneil@uh.edu
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