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Abstract 

This research resulted in a conceptual framework describing the actual learning components influencing 

the learning experience of informal, adult learners engaged in FutureLearn courses. The conceptual 

framework consists of five learning components: individual & social learning, context, technology and 

media elements, organising learning, and learner characteristics. These five learning components are 

driven by two enablers or inhibitors of learning: motivation and learning goals. For adult informal learners, 

motivation is mostly intrinsic, and learning goals are mostly personal.  

This research investigated the informal learning of 56 adult learners with prior online experience, 

engaging in individual and/or social self-directed learning using any device to follow a FutureLearn 

course. Literature from MOOCs, mobile and informal learning provides scientific support, in addition to 

literature clarifying the rationale for choosing self-directed learning compared to similar learning concepts 

(self-regulated, self-determined and self-managed learning). The participants of this study voluntarily 

followed one of three FutureLearn courses that were rolled out for the first time by the end of 2014. Data 

were collected at three different stages: an online survey (pre-course), self-reported learning logs (during 

the course), and semi-structured one-on-one interviews (post-course). The data were analysed using 

Charmazôs (2014) method for constructing a grounded theory. The analysis included memo-writing, and 

involved open coding, line-by-line coding, and focused coding in order to construct a grounded theory 

that provided insights into the self-directed learning experiences of FutureLearn participants.  

By getting a better understanding of the self-directed learning in FutureLearn courses, additional insights 

are gained to enhance informal learning, instructional design, and to contextualize and personalise 

learning within FutureLearn courses to create an increasingly meaningful learning experience. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Purpose of this research 

This research examines what characterises the informal self-directed learning of experienced, adult 

online learners engaging in individual and/or social learning using any device to follow a FutureLearn 

MOOC. The aim of this research is to understand which learning components emerge when learners 

self-direct their learning in FutureLearn MOOCs and build a conceptual framework that combines the 

emerging learning components, adding inhibitors or enablers that influence the learning experience of 

adult learners who have prior online learning experience. These answers are sought in order to better 

understand how learners self-direct their learning inside FutureLearn MOOCs, allowing future course 

facilitators, platform developers, and the learners themselves to enhance the learning experience of 

informal learners.  

1.2 Synopsis of this research 

This research consists of two studies: a pilot study collecting and analysing data from 9 participants, 

and a main study investigating data from 56 experienced, adult online learners. The pilot and the main 

study investigate adults who are engaging in individual and/or social self-directed learning using any 

device to follow a FutureLearn course. The pilot study looked at a maximum variance group of adult 

learners, while the main study specifically investigated adult learners with two years or more prior 

online learning experience. Literature from self-directed learning (SDL), Massive Open Online Courses 

(MOOCs), mobile and informal learning is provided as a background for this study. In order to explore 

the self-directed learning experience in FutureLearn MOOCs, this research poses a central research 

question, developed as a result of gaps that will be identified in the literature review in chapter 2.  
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Central research question: What characterises the informal self-directed learning of experienced, adult 

online learners engaging in individual and/or social learning using any device to follow a FutureLearn 

MOOC? 

The central research question is divided into four sub-questions: 

¶ Which individual characteristics influence the learning experience? 

¶ What are the technical and media elements influencing the learning experience?  

¶ Iƻǿ ŘƻŜǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΚ  

¶ Which actions (if any) did the learners undertake to organise their learning?  

The participants of the main study followed one of three FutureLearn ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΥ ά¢ƘŜ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ 

aŜŘƛŎƛƴŜǎέ organised by Monash University - AustraliaΣ ά.ŀǎƛŎ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜΥ ¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ 9ȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘǎέ 

organised by The Open University ς United KingdomΣ ŀƴŘ ά5ŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ aŀƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀn Increasingly Complex 

ŀƴŘ ¦ƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ²ƻǊƭŘέ organised by the University of Groningen - Netherlands. These three publicly 

available courses were all rolled out for the first time during the last months of 2014. The data for this 

study were collected at three different stages: an online survey (at the start of the course), learning 

logs (during the course), and semi-structured one-on-one interviews with participants (post-course) 

carried out remotely. The online survey was sent to the participants at the beginning of the course, to 

be able to gather background information on prior online learning experience and the use of different 

devices (tablets, smartphones, laptops, etc.). Based on the information shared through the online 

survey the target group of experienced online learners was chosen. In this study the term experienced 

means that the learner has had at least two years of prior online learning. Once the course started, the 

learners self-reported on their FutureLearn course learning experiences by filling in learning logs 

provided to them by myself. The semi-structured one-on-one interviews took place post-course to gain 

a more in-depth understanding of the actual learning experience of the learners based on their 
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reflections of the experience. The questions for those interviews were derived from the sub-questions 

related to this study, as well as coming from the shared data that were retrieved from the learning logs.  

Once the daǘŀ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜŘ ǳǎƛƴƎ /ƘŀǊƳŀȊΩǎ όнлмпύ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƴƎ 

a Grounded Theory (GT). άDǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ theory is a rigorous method of conducting research in which 

researchers construct conceptual frameworks or theories through building inductive theoretical 

ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ŦǊƻƳ Řŀǘŀ ŀƴŘ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ŎƘŜŎƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎέ ό/ƘŀǊƳŀȊΣ нлмпΣ ǇΦ 

343). Thus, GT provides a flexible way of conducting research that prioritizes exploration of the given 

phenomenon in a predominantly inductive theory development paradigm (Birks et al., 2013), while also 

interpreting the results in an emerging theory. The analysis included memo-writing to make the 

ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ǘǊŀƛƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǇǊƛƻǊ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎ ǘǊŀƴǎǇŀǊŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜ D¢ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛnvolved 

open coding, line-by-line coding, and focused coding in order to construct a grounded theory that 

would provide insights into the self-directed learning experiences of FutureLearn participants.  

The information shared by the FutureLearn participants reveals five main components making up the 

FutureLearn experience: individual & social learning preference, context, technology, organising 

learning, and learner characteristics. Further analysis shows that there are two major 

enablers/inhibitors for the FutureLearn experience: motivation and learning goals, where motivation is 

mostly intrinsic in nature, and the learning goals mostly personal. These two factors have a major 

impact on each of the five learning components. Although these five components, and the two key 

impacting factors, are common to most types of learning, the informal factor of the FutureLearn 

courses together with the FutureLearn platform characteristics (i.e., design, technology, social learning 

opportunities, tools and interactions) points towards specific actions undertaken by the FutureLearn 

participants to self-direct their learning in this informal massive open online course setting.  



 

5 

 

With personal learning goals and intrinsic motivation as core learning inhibitors or enablers, the need 

to design opportunities to personalise FutureLearn courses, or MOOCs in general, becomes more 

apparent. The effect of personal learning goals and intrinsic motivation as the main inhibitors or 

enablers on the five components can be illustrated by using these examples: if there is no (intrinsic) 

motivation, the learner does not even start to register in the FutureLearn MOOC. Once registered, it is 

motivation (in most cases intrinsic motivation) that keeps participants wanting to learn more (which is 

not the same as following all the content of a MOOC, but simply studying that content which is relevant 

to the learner). If the learning goal/s are not addressed by the FutureLearn course content, learners 

stop engaging with the course. The learning goals (which can be professionally or personally driven, but 

chosen for personal reasons) are what make learners move above and beyond the barriers that each 

of the components might induce in them: they will solve technological problems, they will connect to 

others despite having a preference for individual learning, they will overcome lack of self-confidence 

as a learner characteristic, or they will organise their learning against any time constraints they 

encounter.  

The centrality of personalised learning goals and intrinsic motivation in the self-directed learning 

experiences of FutureLearn participants provides additional insights into a number of online learning 

actions in MOOCs. For example: 

¶ the importance of providing personalised actions, for example providing assignments that 

enable different participants to adapt the content to their own context, or integrating aspects 

of their own context to the assignments, hence making personalised use of the course material 

and transforming it into real life answers for their own needs. 

¶ the necessity to provide concise yet easily understandable course and module descriptions for 

every section of the FutureLearn course, enabling learners to better assess what they can 

expect of the content and whether this suits their search for answers on that particular topic. 

¶ the definition and interpretation of FutureLearn course drop-out needs to be adjusted. When 

learners sometimes choose to follow only one specific week, but are still satisfied by their 

learning result as it solved a problem they faced in their own professional or personal setting. 
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¶ insights into when or why learners decide (or not) to interact with others inside and outside 

the course. Depending on the course type (e.g. home schooling course, professionally oriented 

course) individual/social learning can vary as a learner responds to the perceived importance 

of specific social learning needs. The data showed that in the more professional oriented 

courses the participants tended to connect more with peers, while in the more home schooling 

course, the participants tended to focus more on the family circle to enhance their social 

learning environment.  

By getting a better understanding of the self-directed learning in FutureLearn courses, additional 

insights are gained regarding informal learning, instructional design options for other online courses, 

options for continued professional development options with MOOC, and how to contextualize and/or 

personalise the course content in order to obtain increased learner engagement. Figure 1 provides a 

quick overview of this study and its findings: five learning components and two key inhibitors and 

enablers. 

 

Figure 1. Visual of the five learning components and two key inhibitors/enablers of learning 
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The results of this study provide a conceptual framework for the informal learning experience in 

FutureLearn courses, specifically ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ. This research also provides an 

overview of which learning components are essential for the learner and it looks at how the learners 

self-direct their learning in order to gain new knowledge provided through the FutureLearn courses. 

The findings coming out of this study add to the body of knowledge of online learning.  

1.3 Contributions of the thesis 

The contributions of this study can be divided into theoretical, methodological and practical 

contributions. A brief overview of the contributions is given here, a more detailed overview can be 

found in section 9.6 of the conclusions chapter. This study contributed on a theoretical level, by 

identifying five learning components that influence FutureLearn MOOC learning: learner 

characteristics, technical & media elements, context, individual & social learning, and organising 

learning. The study also found two key inhibitors or enablers of learning: intrinsic motivation and 

personal learning goals. The main innovation of this study is two-fold: using a bottom up approach, 

ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ŀƴŘ its focus on adult online 

learners that are informally learning in FutureLearn MOOCs, thus providing an overview of the actual 

MOOC learning experience by this target group. Previously, the main focus on MOOC research had 

been from an institutional or teacher perspective, and on students involved in Higher Education 

engaged in MOOCs, and MOOC learning by professional learners.  

The methodological contributions of this study consist of an innovative combination of using two types 

of Grounded Theory (GT) to guide the data analysis. This combination consisted of DƭŀǎŜǊΩǎ (1978)  

approach ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ǉƛƭƻǘ ǎǘǳŘȅΦ ²ƘŜǊŜ DƭŀǎŜǊΩǎ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ 

keeping an open mind and being influenced as little as possible by theory to analyse the pilot study. 

While the main study made use of /ƘŀǊƳŀȊΩǎ (2014) constructing GT approach, which builds upon 
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{ǘǊŀǳǎǎ ŀƴŘ /ƻǊōƛƴΩǎ όмффлύ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǎǘŜǇ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŦƻǊ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛƴƎ ŘŀǘŀΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƻŜǎ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ǘƻ ƎǳƛŘŜ 

the dimensionalisation of the codes into categories.  

This study contributed to the practical realisation of online learning research, by providing a new set of 

research instruments (e.g. learning logs) and adding information to the historical narrative of the 

FutureLearn platform, as the pilot study consists of the first two trial courses, and the main study 

consists of three FutureLearn courses rolled out only one year after the first public FutureLearn courses 

were launched.  

1.4 Organisation of the thesis 

This thesis is divided into nine chapters.  

Chapter 1 provides an overview of the thesis by outlining the major elements of the research and by 

briefly touching on the findings.  

Chapter 2 locates the research in the context of previous studies into Massive Open Online Courses 

(MOOCs), informal learning and mobile learning. It also discusses the debates surrounding the concept 

of self-directed learning, which is closely related to similar concepts such as self-regulated and self-

determined learning. The chapter explores learning contexts and previous literature covering online 

learning experiences in different settings. It identifies the gaps in the literature that can be filled by the 

research described in this thesis, deriving from the previously mentioned research questions. It outlines 

the differences and commonalities between MOOC formats. The literature describing MOOC learners 

also takes into account differences in learner activity while enrolled in MOOCs.  

Chapter 3 reports on the methods that are used in the pilot and the main study. The chapter starts with 

the rationale for selecting Grounded Theory (GT) as the preferred method for this study, indicating 

elements that support the GT approach. Some of the discussions that surround GT are also mentioned 
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ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ /ƘŀǊƳŀȊΩǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛon of GT approach during the coding 

process of the data analysis stage.  

Chapter 4 highlights the research design, and specifically the rationale behind selecting the research 

environment and the target population.  

Chapter 5 gives an account of the pilot study. The pilot study was used to get a first overview of what 

the learning experiences could be. The pilot study investigated two closed ΨalphaΩ courses, which could 

only be attended after responding to a FutureLearn call. These two ΨalphaΩ courses were not open to 

the public and only covered two weeks of content, as they were test courses to ensure a strong roll out 

for the free and public courses. The pilot study was also used to test the research instruments of this 

study, and to get feedback in order to plan the main study.  

Chapter 6 introduces the main study by describing the three FutureLearn courses. The selection of the 

target population is described in relation to results referring to the importance of previous online 

learning expertise.  

Chapter 7 reports the findings emerging from the GT data analysis and relates it back to each of the 

research questions stated at the beginning of the main study. The findings give an overview of the five 

elements making up the learning environment and the two main inhibitors or enablers of learning.  

Chapter 8 discusses the findings of this study, and puts them into perspective while taking into account 

relevant literature. The discussion looks at similarities between this study and existing research, but 

also focuses on the additions of this study to the existing literature.  

Chapter 9 summarizes the contributions of this thesis, lists the limitations of this study, and provides 

directions for future research. The chapter concludes with the key findings from this research.   
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2. Literature 

2.1 Key areas  

In December 2012 the MOOC platform FutureLearn was founded by The Open University, UK as a 

company and within a couple of years it had attracted a large number of partners and three renowned 

non-university institutions: the British Museum, the British Council and British Library (Scanlon, 

aŎ!ƴŘǊŜǿ ϧ hΩ{ƘŜŀΣ нлмрύΦ In section 4.2 of the research design chapter a more detailed description 

of the FutureLearn platform is given, including some of its course features. To provide some 

background with regard to FutureLearn as the learning environment a brief introduction is given here, 

to indicate the importance derived from the FutureLearn design, i.e. choosing Mobile First and social 

learning as core design features of the platform. The FutureLearn platform has been open to the public 

since 2013, and is constantly refined by results coming out of evidence-based research. Up until 2013, 

the major MOOC platforms (e.g. Coursera, EdX) were built initially for desktop access. FutureLearn 

however, embraced mobile learning (mLearning) pedagogies from the start (Ferguson & Sharples, 

2014) and was built on the idea of a Mobile First design. FutureLearn also sets itself apart from the 

other major MOOC platforms with its outspoken focus on social learning. In the literature chapter 

learner-centered learning is taken up, using different learning concepts (e.g. self-regulated, self-

directed, self-determined, self-managed learning) as will be shown in section 2.3 within this literature 

chapter. Research is needed to investigate if and how learners guide their learning in of FutureLearn 

courses in order to get a better understanding of what drives or inhibits them from learning. As 

FutureLearn MOOCs are part of the latest evolutions in educational technologies and online learning, 

they create a new online learning ecology combining mobile, online and social learning. This study 

builds upon previous research situated in these areas. MOOCs are analysed in their current context, 

including FutureLearn courses, a specific brand of MOOCs. The rationale behind choosing SDL will be 
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highlighted by describing it in its own right, as well as comparing it to similar learning concepts. Once 

the choice for the SDL concept is stated, SDL is situated within informal and autonomous learning as 

being part of adult learning within freely available online courses. In the last section the literature 

review covers the SDL concept within MOOCs, mLearning and online learning, creating the full research 

background for this study.   

2.2 Massive Open Online Courses: research, actual learners and gaps 

In their systematic study of the published MOOC literature covering 2008 to 2012,  Liyanagunawardena, 

Adams & Williams (2013) concluded that MOOC related articles discussed empirical evidence from case 

studies, the influence on higher education structure, or educational theory relating to MOOCs. 

Additionally, the first MOOC literature emerged from early MOOCs, often described as connectivist 

MOOCs, or cMOOCs and not what has become known as xMOOCs. Rodriguez (2012) classifies MOOCs 

into two categories: connectivist MOOCs (cMOOCs) and xMOOC courses. He associates xMOOC courses 

predominantly with cognitive-behaviourist approaches where the MOOC facilitator offers the course 

content, and cMOOCs with connectivist approaches where MOOC participants are actively involved in 

the creation of additional course content. However, in 2013 Conole classified MOOCs using twelve 

dimensions and she argued that cMOOCs and xMOOCs were all scattered across most of these twelve 

dimensions. This indicated that there were more commonalities to MOOCs than previous literature 

assumed. As a consequence MOOCs could then be designed following any pre-set dimension to build 

a MOOC to the wishes of the course organizers, be it anywhere between x- or cMOOCs. Conole (2013) 

put the design and the interactions of a course in the hands of the course organisers, but with 

limitations depending on the MOOC delivery platform and its technical as well as pedagogical options, 

but she opened up the MOOC-realm to more nuanced options and not simply a c- or xMOOC 
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dichotomy. Conole saw that participation in MOOCs can range from informal non-accredited 

participation through to engagement as part of a formal course offering.  

Veletsianos and Shepherdson (2016) made a systematic analysis of empirical MOOC literature between 

2013 ς 2015, continuing on the previous literature analysis done by Liyanagunawardena, Adams, and 

Williams (2013). Veletsianos and Shepherdson identified student-focused studies as the most common 

research strand within empirical MOOC research, good for 84% of the chosen literature of their study. 

Interestingly, these student-centered studies were mainly looking at completion and retention rates, 

as well as learner subpopulations (Veletsianos & Shepherdson, 2016), but not the full MOOC learning 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀƭǎƻ ŀŘŘ ǘƘŀǘ άeven though their results suggest that research on MOOCs focuses on 

student-ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻǇƛŎǎΣ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ ǾƻƛŎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ŀōǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜέ (p. 17).   

While universities entered into the MOOC realm from 2012 onwards (with the AI-Stanford course as 

the xMOOC pioneer), a research shift in publications took place in favour of a growing amount of 

xMOOC oriented research (Veletsianos & Shepherdson, 2016; Breslow, 2016). Due to its disruptive 

perception on higher education, early xMOOC literature has focused on research involving institutional 

experiences in setting up MOOCs, and MOOC studies examining higher education students (Skiba, 

2012; Yuan, Powell & Cetis, 2013;  Kaplan & Haenlein, 2016). Kizilcec, Piech and Schneider (2013) 

investigated three computer science MOOCs and ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ Ǿŀǎǘ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ 

are employed full-ǘƛƳŜέ όǇΦ мтмύ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻǳƭŘ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎ ǊŜƭŀǘion between the learner and a 

professional reason for following MOOCs. This adds to the strand within recent MOOC literature which 

is related to professional learning with MOOCs (Milligan & Littlejohn, 2014; Milligan, Littlejohn & 

Ukadike, 2014; Mori & Ratcliffe, 2016). 
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2.2.1 Learner demographics 

Research looking at MOOC demographics shows that most MOOC learners are already employed, well 

educated, from developed countries and have higher levels of formal education (DeBoer, Stump, 

Seaton, & Breslow, 2013; Christensen, Steinmetz, Alcorn, Bennett, Woods, & Emanuel, 2013; Morris, 

2014; Ho et al., 2014; Liyanagunawardena, Lundqvist, & Williams, 2015, Breslow, 2016; DeBoer et al., 

2016). But this contrasts with the target groups of the majority of research investigating MOOC 

experiences, which looks at MOOC experiences of students enrolled in Higher Education. Remarkably, 

not much literature is found with regard to the actual learning experience of the biggest target groups 

of MOOCs, namely adult learners not necessarily enrolled in college or university. In terms of gender 

and the MOOC learner there is a distinction between the FutureLearn platform and the Coursera & EdX 

platforms, with Coursera and EdX having more male learners and FutureLearn having more female 

learners on average (Morris, Hotchkiss & Swinnerton, 2015; Liyanagunawardena, Lundqvist, & 

Williams, 2015). This disparity could not have been picked up when this study was planned as 

FutureLearn was only just being developed, but at present the reason for this disparity is still unknown, 

which makes it of interest for future research.   

The diversity in demographics has a bearing on learning outcomes. In their 2015 study, Morris, 

Hotchkiss and Swinnerton investigated the demographic backgrounds of MOOC learners who were 

enrolled in five FutureLearn MOOCs offered by the University of Leeds to predict learner outcomes. 

Morris, Hotchkiss and Swinnerton (2015) also found strong evidence of an association between age 

and degree of completion. They ǎŀǿ ǘƘŀǘ ΨŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜǊǎΩ όƛΦŜΦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ƻōǘŀƛƴŜŘ ŀ ŎŜǊǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜύ 

had the highest median age at 43 years (n=132), whereas those who drop out in the first week are the 

youngest group with a median age of 34 years (n=1035). Those who drop out in the first week have the 

ƭŜŀǎǘ ǇǊƛƻǊ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ оф҈Σ όƴҐплнύ ǿƘƛƭǎǘ ΨŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜǊǎΩ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ пф҈ 
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(n=63) having studied online before (p. 202). These insights built a case for this research to select 

learners that have experience in online learning. If learners with prior online experience are more 

frequently course completers, their learning experience might shed extra light on which learning 

actions can result in successful FutureLearn MOOC experiences.  

This coincides with what Morris (2014) concluded as a relation between diverse learners and their 

actual ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΥ άahh/ǎ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘ ŀƴ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƴƻǘ ǇǊŜŘŜŦƛƴŜŘΣ ŦǊƻƳ мс ȅŜŀǊ ƻƭŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

students, current undergraduate and postgraduate students, through to professionals and leisure 

learners.  MOOC participants are all at different levels trying to reach a clear learning goal from the 

ǎŀƳŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅέ όǇΦ оύΦ This study provides a better understanding of 

how learners direct their learning within FutureLearn courses, to shed light on the overall learning 

experience.   

2.2.2 What is the MOOC learner experience? 

Liyanagunawardena, Adams and Williams (2013) noticed a gap in research related to the learner 

experience and the reasons why learners pŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ƛƴ ahh/ǎΥ άƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŀōƻǳǘ 

the actual motivations in place, the percentage of participants taking up MOOCs for those reasons, and 

ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǾŀǊȅ ŦǊƻƳ ƻƴŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǘƻ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊέ όǇΦ нмфύΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ 

motivation is echoed in Kizilcec and Schneiders (2015) conclusion that there has not been a systematic 

ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻǊ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜƭŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦ .ǳǘ 

understanding motivational factors is not enough as Terras and Ramsay (2015) pointed out, researchers 

ƴŜŜŘ άǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǇŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ 

ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ahh/ǎέ όǇΦ пттύ.   

One of the potential challenges that has been identified was why MOOC completion rates are low 

(Jordan, 2014; Perna et al., 2014; Weller, 2014; Morris, 2014). To enable understanding we need to use 
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a methodology that allows data related to MOOC experiences to emerge so potential reasons for 

differences in MOOC engagement can be found. Is drop-out rate effectively a negative thing, or can it 

be a result of a positive learning experience? One of the most cited metaphors on this subject comes 

ŦǊƻƳ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴ 5ƻǿƴŜǎ όнлмпύΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ψnobody ever complained that newspapers have 

low ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘƛƻƴ ǊŀǘŜǎΩ and he adds that it is actually very rare to find media of any sort that is intended 

to be consumed in its entirely, as we pick and choose what is important to us. Breslow (2016) indicates 

we need to get a better understanding of the actual learning experience in MOOCs. To explore the 

varȅƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎƘƛŦǘƛƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ahh/ǎ, calls for new metrics in addition to 

more traditional benchmarks of certification such as grades or completion, that are often used in 

traditional higher education. These new metrics will add to the understanding of what actually happens 

in a MOOC (Bayne & Ross, 2014; Ho et al., 2014, Kilgore, Bartoletti & Al Freih, 2015). This is supported 

by Hood, Milligan and Littlejohn (2016) who concluded that completion and retention rates, as proxies 

for learning, are not the most appropriate measures to understand the rich nuances of learning taking 

place within a MOOC context. 

Adamopoulos (2013) investigated what makes a successful MOOC in terms of learning based on 

reasons for not dropping out. His study used a Grounded Theory approach using quantitative data from 

133 MOOC courses offered by 30 universities. The data consisted of opinions shared by MOOC students 

in discussion fora, as well as opinions available on the courstalk.org website (website for course 

reviews). The aim of his study was to come to a better understanding of why students drop-out of 

ahh/ǎΦ Lƴ !ŘŀƳƻǇƻǳƭƻǎΩ study it becomes clear that he sees course completion as a learning success, 

while to me as a researcher of this study learning can have multiple meanings depending on the 

knowledge need of the learner, and personal learning success is not always related to course 

completion. 
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Most MOOC learners do not learn in a linear fashion. Guo and Renicke (2014) investigated how learners 

navigate through MOOCs and they found that most learners engage in non-linear learning trajectories 

that do not follow a pre-established, sequential progression through a MOOC. They also found that 

older MOOC certificate earners covered more course materials and repeated more lecture sequences 

than younger students. This led Guo and Reinicke to conclude that older learners follow non-linear, 

self-defined learning paths, indicative of a field-independent learning style. However, ΨoƭŘŜǊΩ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǘ 

be a valid term when it comes to online learning, as age requirements are something much more 

connected to formal learning than to online learning or lifelong learning. Allowing learners to choose 

what they want to learn άŀƭƭƻǿǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǘƻ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ƛǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ 

for supporting the diversity ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ ƴŜŜŘǎέ όYƛȊƛƭŎŜŎ ϧ Schneider, 2015, 6:21). This relates to earlier 

ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ /ƻƴƻƭŜ όнлмоύ ǘƘŀǘ άǿŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ 

ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέ ό/ƻƴƻƭŜΣ нлмоΣ ǇΦ моύΦ .ǳǘ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ 

to make informed design decisions, the MOOC learning experience itself must be investigated from the 

ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΩǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿ ƴƻǘ ōȅ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ōŜƴŎƘƳŀǊƪǎ ƻǊ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎ.  

In their small qualitative auto-ethnographic study, ǳǎƛƴƎ /ŀǊǊƻƭƭΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ, Park, Jung and 

Reeves (2015) used self-reported learning journals (on average seven per participant) written by 

themselves to explore engagement and learning in MOOCs. Although the study only looked at data 

from three learners, the authors found that MOOCs have to address individual learnersΩ needs to 

improve the overall learning experience (Park, Jung, & Reeves, 2015). Littlejohn, Hood, Milligan and 

Mustain (2016) organised a quantitative SRL research investigating the learning behaviours of 788 

MOOC participants, with follow up interviews from 3н ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜƛǊ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ άƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎϥ 

motivations and goals were found to shape how they conceptualised the purpose of the MOOC, which 

ƛƴ ǘǳǊƴ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎέ (p. 1). They ŀƭǎƻ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻǘ 
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adequately addressed the unique nature of learning and learners in ahh/ǎέ ό[ƛǘǘƭŜƧƻƘƴΣ IƻƻŘΣ aƛƭƭƛƎŀƴΣ 

Mustain, 2016, p. 1).  

Terras and Ramsay (2015) made a rational argument for priority research involving MOOCs and 

ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ά¢ƘŜ ƳŀǎǎƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƻǇen nature of MOOCs places the control of learning at the 

ŘƛǎŎǊŜǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊέ ό¢ŜǊǊŀǎ ϧ wŀƳǎŀȅΣ нлмрΣ ǇΦ птнύΦ 5ǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 

MOOC facilitators and learners, the onus is placed on individual learners to create and navigate their 

own learning journey (Littlejohn, Hood, Milligan, Mustain, 2016). This also puts a greater responsibility 

ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΦ άLǘ ƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŀōƭŜǊǎ ǘƻ 

effective engagement and learning concerƴƛƴƎ ahh/ǎέ ό¢ŜǊǊŀǎ ϧ wŀƳǎŀȅΣ нлмрΣ ǇΦ птрύΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ 

ǉǳƛǘŜ ŀ ǾŀǊƛŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŜƴǊƻƭƳŜƴǘΦ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ŜƴǊƻƭ ƛƴ ahh/ǎ 

for four main reasons: to extend or develop their knowledge of an area, curiosity about MOOCs, 

personal challenge, and the acquisition of qualifications (Hew & Cheung, 2014). Considering these 

ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎΣ ƛǘ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ άǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƳŜǘŀŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΣ 

learning strategies, and attitudes is of paramount importance for research and practice of learning and 

ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ahh/ǎέ όDŀǎŜǾƛŎ, Kovanovic, Joksimovic & Siemens, 2014, p. 168).  

aƻǊǊƛǎ όнлмпύ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ άŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƻŦ 

learning technologies to offer a participatory, active, networked and personalized online learning 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ŀǎ ŀ ƪŜȅ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ahh/ 

experience. Reich (2015) stated that a collective research effort is required to fully understand the 

impact of MOOCs, and he added tƘŀǘ άǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘŜǊŀōȅǘŜǎ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŎƭƛŎƪŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǾŜǊȅ 

ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘŜŀŘǎέ όǇΦ мύΦ   

Only when a holistic overview of the learning experience is established, and the key impacting factors 

on the learning process have been identified, we can take a closer look at what changes in the mind of 
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the learners. From the above mentioned research a literature gap emerges related to the actual MOOC 

learning experience of adult learners engaged in MOOCs. In order to investigate the learner experience 

it is important to look at the full scope of what and how the learner actually learns including personal 

factors, social learning, etc. As the learner in MOOCs is seen as an active learning agent who choses 

which course to take, what content to engage with and which peers to interact with, it was important 

ǘƻ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ŀ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƻ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ 

learners adjust their learning. This means an informed choice had to be made between the current set 

of learning concepts that see the learner as an actor in the learning process.   

2.3 Rationale behind choosing the self-directed learning concept 

The next section untangles learning concepts that have emerged in the last decades and are related to 

learner-centered learning: self-directed learning, self-regulated learning, self-determined, and self-

managed learning. Untangling these concepts is necessary to ensure that one of the key terms of this 

research ς self-directed learning - would be situated within the spectrum of learner-centered online 

learning. Defining as well as delimiting the term of self-directed learning was also necessary to 

construct the research instruments within the scope of this study and the chosen concept.  

2.3.1 Learner-centered learning as the umbrella concept 

Self-directed learning is part of an array of learner-ŎŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎΦ άLƴ ǘƘŜ нл ǘƻ нр ȅŜŀǊǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ 

the Second World War, the ideas of autonomy and self-direction became the subject of intense 

ǎŎǊǳǘƛƴȅέ όDǊŜƳƳƻ ϧ wƛƭŜȅΣ мффрΣ ǇΦ мрнύΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ-centeredness 

came as a counter-reaction to the mechanistic psychology of behaviourism. Learning was no longer 

seen as something that could be pushed onto people, but as a personal experience (Ausubel, 1968; 
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Bruner et al., 1966). As such, all of the following learning concepts can be placed within a humanistic 

philosophy. 

With the emergence of learner-centered learning in the field of educational technology, a number of 

concepts have come up that are all closely related to each other: self-regulated learning, self-

determined learning, self-directed learning, and self-managed learning. Due to the novelty of these 

concepts, as well as their historical emergence and scientific uptake, the differences between them are 

not always clearly defined in literature and their definitions tend to overlap each other. In the next 

section the different learning concepts will be examined. At present learner-centered learning is 

expanding into learner-centered MOOCs. Where learner-centered MOOCs favor a learner-centered 

approach providing strategies that change the perception of learners as active participants in the 

establishment of individual goals and a personal trajectory (Guardia, Maina & Sangra, 2013), which is 

the case with FutureLearn, a MOOC platform developed with the intention to increase social learning 

interactions. 

 

2.3.2 Concept definitions in the field of educational technology  

In the last years running up to the millennium, a number of research interests arose related to the field 

of learning, including: how do learners learn, what are the contemporary learning patterns, what are 

the main factors impacting learners. At the same time online learning started to become more widely 

adopted (Moore & Kearsley, 2011; Lynch & Dembo, 2004; Daniel, 2012) and this translated into new 

research looking at learning in online environments. As the concept of learner-centered learning in 

online environments was applied in different fields, similar concepts were put forward. These concepts 

were in turn the starting point of new research, and as such parallel developments appeared.  
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2.3.2.1 Andragogy and Heutagogy: different stepping stones for learning 

Pedagogy or the theory and practice of teaching has been informally described for millennia, with Plato 

describing the Socratic method as an enabler of critical thought and self-development of young 

learners. But pedagogy as an academic discipline only emerged at the start of the 19th century with  

Johann Friedrich Herbart emphasizing five key ideas which composed his concept of individual 

maturation: Inner Freedom, Perfection, Benevolence, Justice and Equity or Recompense (Blythe, 1981), 

and a teacher (which could be any figure of authority) was put in the middle as the actor of the learning 

process. Andragogy builds upon pedagogy by moving away from the idea that teaching is only related 

to children, and it shifts more power from the teacher to the learner as an actor in the learning process. 

But andragogy also has a history that gradually shaped the conceptual meaning, defining what 

andragogy actually meant academically. Andragogy started out as a pedagogical discipline which 

looked at the best way to teach adults; then it became a relatively autonomous science within the 

framework of the general science of teaching and educating; and after WWII andragogy became a 

method, skill, theory or model of adult learning (Kaplan, 2002). It is this last interpretation of andragogy 

that will be discussed in section 2.3 to come to a rationale for choosing a specific learning concept for 

this study. Knowles (1970) promoted the concept of andragogy for adult learning and he defined self-

directed learning as: 

ά¢ƘŜ process in which individuals take the initiative, with or without the help of others, in 

diagnosing their learning needs, formulating learning goals, identifying human and 

material resources for learning, choosing and implementing learning strategies, and 

ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎέ όǇΦ тύΦ 

Hase and Kenyon (2000), the originators of heutagogy or the study of self-determined learning, 

proclaimed heutagogy not as a departure from andragogy but, rather an extension that incorporates 
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self-directed learning. HŀǎŜ ŀƴŘ YŜƴȅƻƴ όнлллύ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ YƴƻǿƭŜǎΩ мфтлΩǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ŀ ƭƛƴŜŀǊ 

approach to learning which seemed to them more about solving problems, than about being proactive 

as a learner, whereas they saw heutagogy as more intuitive, not linear and not necessarily planned. 

Hase and Kenyon (2007) proposed the following definition: 

"Heutagogy is concerned with learner-centred learning that sees the learner as the major 

ŀƎŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻŎŎǳǊǎ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ Χ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ 

the curriculum and learning activities [designed by the teacher] may become increasingly 

ƛǊǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ŀǘ ŀƴȅ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƻ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊϦ όǇΦ ммнύΦ 

An important issue raised by Hase and Kenyon concerned: the difference between perception and 

actuality of online learning resources as opportunities for learning, and the myth of flexible delivery of 

online materials, including all online material which is curated by teachers, professors, or course 

facilitators. The myth states that carefully crafted media somehow enable self-directed learning and 

ŜƴŀōƭŜ ΨŦƭŜȄƛōƭŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅ of online learning can be flexible (e.g. delivering content for 

different devices, learning across time and location), but not the learning as the materials are in fact 

teacher-centred, not learner-centred. A heutagogical approach recognises the need to be flexible in 

the learning where the teacher provides resources but the learner designs the actual course he or she 

might take by negotiating the learƴƛƴƎ όIŀǎŜ ϧ YŜƴȅƻƴΣ нлллΣ ǇΦ сύΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜ άǿŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ 

that a shift in thinking towards heutagogy will enable the control of learning to shift more appropriately 

to the learner. Furthermore, it will enable a far more creative approach to learning, no matter what the 

ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘέ όǇΦ млύΦ Lƴ ǎƘƻǊǘΣ Ƙeutagogy stands at the end of a continuum that progresses from pedagogy 

to andragogy, where self-directedness is a key attribute (Knowles, 1975), to heutagogy which proposes 

self-determined learning and which sees learners as highly self-determined, creative and productive 

individuals (Blaschke, 2012).  
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In self-determined learning, as a concept arising from heutagogy, it is the learner who constructs the 

actual learning experience, whether this happening in a course or through other content location such 

as libraries or Wikipedia searches. Looking at the wide array of learning that can comprise self-

determined learning, I see this as a learning capacity which goes beyond the scope of FutureLearn 

courses. For if the learner constructs their learning, it means she or he will most likely choose elements 

from selected courses, the internet, their personal learning network, and any space, object or person 

that might have additional information on the subject of interest. Within heutagogy, the learner also 

becomes a capable human, an idea that one does not only acquire skills, but also appraises them within 

the whole of the system in which the learner resides, e.g. in view of society as a whole (Hase & Kenyon, 

2007). To me this means self-determined learning is a more holistic approach to learning, and requires 

more skills and knowledge to reach the idea of a capable learner. Self-determined learning focuses on 

a bigger learning goal which extends beyond one single course at one moment in time, whereas self-

directed learning happens within a course for a limited duration.  

Self-directed learning has developed from adult learning and in particular from informal adult learning 

projects that were not embedded in organised adult education. ¢ƻǳƎƘΩǎ όмфтмύ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ 

learning showed that 70% of the studied adult learning projects were planned by the learner him or 

herself. Tough (1971) also emphasized that adult learning is motivated by emotion, a loose term that 

can describe some of the informal MOOC learning done by participants in a leisurely manner. Due to 

the informal character of self-directed learning, learning can happen on the basis of sheer curiosity. 

Additionally, the learner can choose whether or not to set goals, because no particular pre-set goal 

needs to be in place for any learning to be planned. This makes the concept of self-directed learning 

open to serendipity, where the learner might choose to learn something perceived as an opportunity, 

and not as much as a deliberate goal. This study wants to draw up a conceptual framework for informal 
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learning in FutureLearn MOOCs. Given the choice between andragogy and heutagogy, then andragogy 

seems to be more relevant to MOOC learners with their wide variety of adult learners. Whereas if self-

determined learning would be the learning concept of this study, it would mean that the study would 

not only need to consider FutureLearn MOOCs, but the whole learning environment as it is built by the 

self-determined learners. A more in-depth look at each of the learning concepts will provide additional 

insights into the best possible learning concept to use in this study.    

2.3.3 Untangling learning concepts in detail 

Self-regulated, self-directed, self-determined and self-managed learning need to be untangled if a clear 

definition of a learning concept is to be chosen. In order to untangle the learning concepts, each of 

them will be described in more detail, starting with self-managed learning. In the case of the self-

regulated and self-determined sections, learning concepts that have more in common with self-

directed learning than self-managed learning, arguments will be added as to why self-directed learning 

is more suitable for this research compared to the other two concepts. The self-directed learning 

section is used to elaborate that particular concept in relation to the study itself in terms of its suitability 

for FutureLearn MOOCs and its socio-constructivist as well as mobile design.  

2.3.3.1 Self-managed learning 

Self-managed learning is a learning approach that mirrors the management process within companies. 

This means that the outcomes from learning are being returned into the company to improve each or 

a specific part within the company processes (Cunningham, 1981, Honold, 2001). The term self-

ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƛƴŜŘ ōȅ Lŀƴ /ǳƴƴƛƴƎƘŀƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ ΨтлǎΣ ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 

approach derived from elements of several other methods including self-development, self-directed 

learning and action learning. It is essentially a holistic approach to the individual and is underpinned by 

strong values, including a corporate morale (Garrow, 2007). Self-managed learning is grounded in 
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organisational needs so that the individual is learning firmly in an organisational context. In addition 

ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ΨŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ǿƘŜǊŜōȅ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ 

participants in the learning of others. Although self-managed learning was set up in close relationship 

to self-directed learning, the concept is embedded in a corporate context, which makes it less relevant 

for this study looking at adult learners in general.  

2.3.3.2 Communalities self-regulated, self-determined learning and self-directed learning 

The three remaining concepts (self-regulated, self-directed and self-determined learning) came out 

with ground-breaking papers around the year 2000, when three important papers, each connected to 

ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘΥ ά!ƴŘǊŀƎƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ {ŜƭŦ-Directed Learning: Pillars of Adult Learning 

¢ƘŜƻǊȅέ ōȅ aŜǊǊƛŀƳ όнллмύΤ ά.ŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŀ {ŜƭŦ-wŜƎǳƭŀǘŜŘ [ŜŀǊƴŜǊΥ !ƴ hǾŜǊǾƛŜǿέ ōȅ ½ƛƳƳŜǊƳŀƴ όнллнύΤ 

ŀƴŘ άCǊƻƳ !ƴŘǊŀƎƻƎȅ ǘƻ IŜǳǘŀƎƻƎȅέ ōȅ IŀǎŜ ŀƴŘ YŜƴȅƻƴ όнллмύΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƛǘƛŜǎ 

in terms of the importance of learner-centeredness, the importance of reflection, the autonomy of the 

learner, the idea that learning autonomously is a skill that needs to be learned. They all point towards 

lifelong learning, and towards the fact that a dialogue with others can result in additional learning. In 

the rest of this section the concepts are discussed in more detail.  

2.3.3.3 Self-regulated learning versus self-directed learning 

Pilling-McCormick and Anderson (2007) mentioned that the common terminology and understanding 

between self-directed learning and self-regulated learning contributes to considerable confusion 

theoretically, which carries over to the application of these concepts in practice. Self-directed learning 

reflects its historical connection with adult learning. Self-regulated learning stems from educational 

psychology (Boekaert, 1996), ƛǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜǘŀŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ό.ƻŜƪŀŜǊǘΣ мффсύ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ŘŜŬƴŜŘ ŀǎ 

a student's ability to independently and proactively engage in self-motivating and behavioural 

processes that increase Ǝƻŀƭ ŀǘǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘ ό½ƛƳƳŜǊƳŀƴΣ нлллύΦ ά{ŜƭŦ-directed and self-regulated learning 
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have similarities with respect to active engagement, goal-directed behaviour, metacognitive skills, and 

ƛƴǘǊƛƴǎƛŎ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴέ όǇΦ пнсύ according to Loyens, Magda & Rykers, (2008). But they add that self-

directed learning sees learners as having more control over the learning environment, which provides 

the learner with the potential of initiating a learning task.  

Both self-directed and self-regulated learning have been mentioned in relation to online learning 

(Carneiro et al., 2011; Littlejohn & Milligan, 2015; Littlejohn et al., 2016). The concept of self-directed 

learning relates to research into adult learning self-direction by Merriam (2001, 2014), based on the 

andragogy concept of Knowles (1975), but embeds technology as an influencing factor for self-directed 

learning. Knowles (1975) described self-ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀǎ άŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ 

initiative, with or without the help of others, to diagnose their learning needs, formulate learning goals, 

identify resources for learning, select and implement learning strategies, and evaluate learning 

ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎέ όǇΦ муύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŘǳƭǘ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ahh/ǎ όCƛƴƛΣ нллфΤ .ŜƭƭΣ 

2011) adds to the argument for using self-directed learning in this study.  

DŀǊǊƛǎƻƴΩǎ όмффтύ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ-directed learning includes self-direction as a personal attribute as well 

as a learning process involving online learning. The fact that MOOCs are learner-centered also adds to 

the potential of self-directed learning in online learning, as researchers propose that online learning 

gives more control of the instruction to the learners (Garrison, 2003; Gunawardena & McIssac, 2003). 

An interesting addition is also provided by Song and Hill (2007) who built a conceptual model for 

understanding self-directed learning in online environments. They looked at self-directed learning in 

relation to the online context and how this context influences the amount of control that is given to (or 

ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ƻŦύ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ŀ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƻǊ ƘŜǊ ƭŜvel of self-direction. 

This possible reciprocal influence of the online context and self-directed learning is of interest to this 
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study and some of the sub-questions investigate whether or not the online context influences self-

directed learning.  

An additional reason to choose self-directed learning is related to its reach. Loyens, Magda & Rikers 

(2008) look at self-directed learning in problem-based learning and its relationship to self-regulated 

learning. The paper is of interest, as it aims to establish conceptual clarity between self-directed 

learning and self-ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ-directed learning is 

broader than self-regulated learning. Self-directed learning as a design feature of the learning 

environment stressŜǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǎǳƛǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦέ ό[ƻȅŜƴǎΣ aŀƎŘŀ ϧ wƛƪŜǊǎΣ 

2008, p. 416). The added remark from Loyens, Magda & Rikers (2008) that self-directed learning 

ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ άŀƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊŜƳƛǎŜ ƻŦ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛon and evaluation of 

ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎέ όǇΦ пммύ Ŧƛǘǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ahh/ǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ 

what to learn, when and why.  

The conclusion of Kop & Fournier (2011) that some of the dropout rates may be related to the lack of 

self-directed learning skills of the learners, also added to the urgency of investigating self-directed 

learning in this study. Especially as many MOOCs have been suffering from significant dropout rates 

(Fini, 2009; McAuley, 2010; Daniel, 2012; Jordan, 2014; Catropa, 2013; Clow, 2013). Kop and Fournier 

(2011) also mentioned a lack of research into the learner experience, specifically self-directed learning.  

As mentioned self-directed learning is historically linked to adult education, but it also extends into 

lifelong learning. Mobile learning researchers Arrigo, Kukulska-Hulme, Arnedillo-Sanchez and Kismihok 

όнлмнύ ŀŘŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƛƴ Ǉƻǎǘ-compulsory education to manage and direct their own 

ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜŘ ŀǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ŀǎ ƭƛŦŜƭƻƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎέ όǇΦ мтύΦ !ǊǊƛƎƻ et al. (2012) 

also cite Fischer and Konomi (2007) who argue that lifelong learning outside school is different from 

school-based learning because it is self-directed, driven by interests and needs, informal, often 
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collaborative and carried out in tool-rich environments. Research by Sheu, Bonk and Kou (2013) 

investigating SDL while using Open Educational Resources (OER), open courseware and MOOCs, also 

emphasized the importance of informal learning for the concept of self-directed learning. MOOCs are 

delivering courses outside of formal schooling, making self-directed learning an important focus point. 

Self-directed lŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ 

of skills for lifelong learning (Dynan et al., 2008; Loyens et al., 2008). As MOOCs move into the realm of 

lifelong learning (Downes, 2005; de Waard, 2013), it is important to add what Knowles (1970) wrote: 

άƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘƻ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƴǎƳƛǘǘƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƪƴƻǿƴΤ ƛǘ Ƴǳǎǘ ƴƻǿ 

be defined as a lifelong process of continuing inquiry. And so the most important learning of all - for 

both children and adults - is learning how to learn, the skills of self-ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅέ όǇΦ пмύΦ ²ƛǘƘ 

lifelong learning being one of the possible goals to attain, then self-directed learning must be supported 

for those learners interested in directing their learning.  

2.3.3.4 Self-ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ½ƛƳƳŜǊƳŀƴΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ 

Boekaerts (1996) suggested that an adequate model of self-regulated learning in the broad sense would 

have to consider how the achievement of imposed goals (related to the demands of the learning 

environment) as well as the achievement of personal goals is regulated by the individual. She based 

this conclusion on the fact that self-ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘǎΥ άǎŜƭŦ-regulation involves 

cognitive, affective, motivational and behavioural components that provide the individual with the 

capacity to adjust his or her actions and goals to achieve the desired results in light of changing 

ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎέ ό½ŜƛŘƴŜǊ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлллΣ ǇΦтрмύΦ /ŀǊƴŜƛǊƻ Ŝǘ ŀƭ. (2011) defined self-regulated 

ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǇƭŀƴΣ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎέ όǇΦ уύΦ ½ƛƳƳŜǊƳŀƴ όмфуфύ Ǉǳǘ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǎŜƭŦ-regulated learning 

categories: self-observation, self-judgment, and self-reaction. This is embedded in the cyclical model of 
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Zimmerman, Bonner and Kovach (1996) who emphasized four self-regulatory processes: (1) self-

evaluation and monitoring, (2) goal setting and strategic planning, (3) strategy implementation and 

monitoring and (4) strategic outcome monitoring. This means that the learner is aware of 

metacognitive elements within their learning: setting goals, monitoring their own learning progression, 

and consciously using learning strategies. It also emphasizes the capacity and presence of meta-

cognitive skills to increase learning success. However, the present study does not want to increase the 

success of learning for learners engaging in MOOCs, but wants to understand the experience of learners 

engaged in FutureLearn courses. This focus on experience and choosing the actions (whichever actions 

they are), demands a broader view of learning  which allows learners to handle their learning in a more 

voluntary way.  It is as informal and on-the-go as life permits it (with all its complexities of professional, 

personal and mental nature). This study is not looking for the most successful FutureLearn participant, 

it wants to draw up a conceptual framework, incorporating the learning elements and actions that 

make up the learning experience within a FutureLearn course.   

½ƛƳƳŜǊƳŀƴ όмфуфύ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƻ ǉǳŀƭƛŦȅ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀǎ ǎŜƭŦ-ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

learning must involve the use of specified strategies to achieve academic goals on the basis of self-

ŜŦŦƛŎŀŎȅ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎέ όǇΦ онфύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǎŜƭŦ-regulated learning a concept of interest for studies 

looking at academic goals, or looking into learner actions driven by goals related to formal recognition 

of their learning goals. This study looks at learning experiences of adult learners who do not necessarily 

want to achieve formal and/or academic goals. By taking the focus away from performance or academic 

success per se, the learner is allowed to embrace learning in a way that is useful to them, defined by 

their own willingness as well as capability to learn. In a way, this study adds to the idea of playful 

ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ƻǊ ƭŜƛǎǳǊŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦ !ŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΣ ½ƛƳƳŜǊƳŀƴ ƪŜǇǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊΩǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƭŦ-

regulated learning process (Zimmerman & Schunk, 2001; Zimmerman, 1989; Zimmerman, 2001). 
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Though in self-regulated learning the instructor was seen as the actor providing support to the learner, 

it was so they could achieve improved self-regulated learning skills and not necessarily as the content 

expert. In MOOCs the facilitator is in general the content expert, but not necessarily providing support 

to the learner. This adds an additional gap between MOOC learning and self-regulated learning, when 

a study wants to understand the actual FutureLearn MOOC experience.   

½ƛƳƳŜǊƳŀƴ όнллмύ ǎǘŀǊǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǇǊŜƳƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ άƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƎǳƛŘŜŘ ōȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƭȅ ǎŜǘ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŀǎƪ-

ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎέ όǇΦ ссύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻƻ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ƻǇŜƴ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ 

learning. It will of course be true that a number of learners will indeed have personally set goals on why 

they follow a specific FutureLearn course, but there might also be learners who are much more 

serendipitous in choosing their FutureLearn courses, and who are not necessarily setting goals from 

the start. As such the concept for this study needed to embrace a more open starting point for learning 

and this can be found in self-directed learning.  

According to Beishuizen and Steffens (2012), άǎŜƭŦ-regulated learning in a wide sense seems to be 

equivalent to self-ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎέ όǇΦ тύΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀŘŘ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ǘƻ ǎŜƭŦ-ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΥ άƛƴ 

self-directed learning (SDL), the individual takes the initiative and the responsibility for what occurs. 

Individuals select, manage, and assess their own learning activities, which can be pursued at any time, 

ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ǇƭŀŎŜΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀƴȅ ƳŜŀƴǎΣ ŀǘ ŀƴȅ ŀƎŜέ όǇΦ тύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀŘŘŜŘ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ƛǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ŀǎ ƛǘ 

allows looking at learning actions as indicators for self-directed learning. Whereas self-regulated 

learning is happening often on a metacognitive level, which is an internal cognitive process and therefor 

difficult to isolate purely based on written reports of learning as this involves understanding what meta-

cognitive learning actually is. However, if meta-cognitive elements do emerge from the study, an in-

depth study using self-regulated instruments to get a deeper understanding of self-regulated processes 

might be of interest. But in this case, self-directed learning fits this study as it allows a broader, more 
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action directed learning to be investigated, embedded in a learning experience that tries to find all the 

components of the learning experience, not only the meta-cognitive ones.  

2.3.3.5 Self-determined learning and heutagogy 

The heutagogical approach to learning stands at the end of a continuum that progresses from 

pedagogy, to andragogy (with self-directedness as a key attribute), to heutagogy. Movement along the 

continuum is marked by ever-increasing learner autonomy, a greater flexibility in course structure, and 

a decrease in tutor control (Beaven, 2014). Looking at the definition of self-determined learning, I found 

it focused too much on the conscious aspect of the learner, who is deemed to be able to decide at all 

times what they learn, how they learn it, and to have a clear view on where this type of learning will 

take them. A study on self-determined learning would comprise multiple learning resources, all of 

which the learner chooses among in order to reach a higher learning goal. The learner would be capable 

of choosing what she or he learns every step of the way, choosing between different curated content 

(e.g. across courses), using all types of contemporary learning (e.g. networked learning). In short the 

learner would be firmly at the steering wheel of their own learning. For this study, the learning 

experiences are limited to those learners who are engaged in a FutureLearn course and the learning 

only happens during a short period of time. The learning experiences might include learning outside of 

the course as well, but it will be seen as learning in connection to the FutureLearn MOOC. Additionally, 

at present there is need for a study that provides an overview of the FutureLearn MOOC experience, 

which might include advanced learning approaches by the learner, but which should also be open to 

serendipitous learning choices, or choices that are not only a result of a conscious thought prior to the 

learning.   

Technology Enhanced Learning would benefit from a strong heutagogical study, but in this case the 

concept of self-determined learning is too laden with prior learning expertise, skills and knowledge to 
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be helpful in mapping out a general idea of what a learner experience is for adult learners that are 

taking up a FutureLearn course for a specific amount of weeks. The selection of learners would have 

been different using target group filtering based on their meta-cognitive reflection skills, having learned 

how to take tests, and participatory literacy skills. Self-directed learning is also associated with 

individual learners (Beaven, 2014) who are agents of their own learning, but with andragogy there is 

not the additional barrier that those learners need to have the full advanced learning skill set.    

Another element in favour of self-directed learning is the fact that the MOOCs in this study have more 

in common with xMOOCs, when relying on the simple classification of xMOOCs versus cMOOCs. Beaven 

et al.Ωǎ όнлмпύ ǇŀǇŜǊ ƛǎ ƻŦ ƛnterest when reflecting on the choice between self-determined or self-

directed learning as a concept. Beaven et al.Ωǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŘǊŀǿǎ ƻƴ Řŀǘŀ ŦǊƻƳ h¢мнΣ ŀƴ у-week MOOC on 

open translation tools and practices run in 2012 by the Department of Languages of The Open 

University in the United Kingdom. Beaven et al. (2014) saw cMOOCs with their emphasis on creation, 

creativity, autonomy, and social networked learning to be more in line with a heutagogical view of the 

ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΦ άhƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ƘŜǳǘŀƎƻƎȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴέ ό.ŜŀǾŜƴΣ Ŝǘ ŀƭ., 

2014, p34). In general xMOOCs rely less on advanced learning, creation and production skills 

(Rodriguez, 2012).  

The fact that self-determined learning exceeds one particular goal, or one set of learning skills makes 

it more difficult to use as a concept for this study. Especially when one looks at one particular 

FutureLearn course, it might be difficult for such a course to provide an answer to a self-set goal (related 

to self-determined learning), as any learning goal is contextualized and as such has many variables or 

embedded factors that need to be met. Self-directed learning can be used in any learning setting, big 

or small, as the learner decides on the basis of what is available to move through the material.  
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Summing up, the reason for choosing self-directed and not self-determined learning as the main 

concept of my study is based on distinctions related to goals and granularity. Self-directed learning is a 

tool to probe learning episodes or specific courses, whereas self-determined learning is concerned with 

reflecting on a life-course. From a goal perspective, self-directed learning is more open to ad hoc 

influences or adaptations. There is no conscious goal put forward at every step during the learning 

process. A self-selected goal might influence the actual learning, but it does not have to be made 

explicit. By taking out the need to put forward a goal that needs to be achieved via learning, the study 

can still embrace goal-oriented learning, but also self-selected learning that can be taken up or left at 

the discretion of the learner her/himself. This choice is also reflected in the research instruments, which 

were consciously kept open to many types of learning, and the types of influences occurring during the 

learning experience of being engaged in a FutureLearn course. Self-directed learning seems to be a 

concept that can be self-attained in a variety of ways as the learner sees fit.  

2.4 SDL situated within informal and autonomous learning 

2.4.1 Self Directed Learning in informal learning 

Merriam and Kee (2014) who investigated self-directed learning in older adultǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άƳƻǎǘ ŀŘǳƭǘ 

learning is through non-ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƳŜŀƴǎέ όǇΦ моуύΦ DŀǊǊƛǎƻƴ όнллоύ ŀŘŘǎ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ 

viewpoint to self-directed learning when he highlights the informal character of self-directed learning. 

Garrison (2003) investigated the origins of self-directed learning and found that it emerged largely from 

ŀƴ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎƛƴŜ ǉǳŀ ƴƻƴ όwƻƎŜǊǎΣ мфсфΤ ¢ƻǳƎƘΣ мфтмύΦ ά¢ƘŜ 

challenge is to conceptually construct a continuum of learning at a distance that ranges from the 

ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭΦ /ŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ {5[ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ǎǇŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜέ όDŀǊǊƛǎƻƴΣ 

2003, p. 164). Rogers (1969) was largely responsible for outlining the concept of self-direction. He was 

a psychotherapist who strongly believed in personal responsibility and freedom to choose. This 
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ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ άƴƻƴŘƛǊŜŎǘƛǾŜέ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜŘ ōȅ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜ ǘǊǳǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŀƴŘ 

learn how to learn. Self-directed learning pioneer Allan Tough (1971) studied individual informal 

learning projects in the natural societal setting, adding to the informality of the concept. Tough (1967, 

1971) investigated sixty-six Canadians during their self-planned learning projects, where the learning 

happened as part of the adultsΩ everyday life and which did not depend on an instructor or a classroom. 

From its onset self-directed learning has been investigated through observation and description of the 

actual learning taking place (Tough, 1971; Knowles, 1975; Merriam, 2001). Schugurensky (2000) also 

concluded that there were three types of informal learning: self-directed learning, incidental learning, 

and socialization (p.2), described as follows: 

¶ Self-directed learning refers to 'learning projects' undertaken by individuals (alone or as part 

of a group) without the assistance of an 'educator' (teacher, instructor, facilitator), but it can 

include the presence of a 'resource person' who does not regard herself or himself as an 

educator. It is both intentional and conscious. It is intentional because the individual has the 

purpose of learning something even before the learning process begins, and it is conscious, in 

the sense that the individual is aware that she or he has learned something. 

¶ Incidental learning refers to learning experiences that occur when the learner did not have any 

previous intention of learning something out of that experience, but after the experience she 

or he becomes aware that some learning has taken place. Thus, it is unintentional but 

conscious. 

¶ Socialization (also referred to as tacit learning) refers to the internalization of values, attitudes, 

behaviours, skills, etc. that occur during everyday life. Not only have we no a priori intention of 

acquiring them, but we are not aware that we learned something. 

Schugurensky (2000) also stated that informal learning can occur in groups or individually, takes place 

in any space, using a wide variety of resources, and can occur at any age. This relation between self-

directed, informal and lifelong learning compares to what ScŀƴƭƻƴΣ aŎ!ƴŘǊŜǿ ŀƴŘ hΩ{ƘŜŀ όнлмрύ ŦƻǳƴŘ 

ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ άƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƴŜƭǎ ŀǊŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ ŦƻǊ ƭƛŦŜƭƻƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎέ όǇΦ рύΦ  

Kim, Jung, Altuwaijri, Wang and Bonk (2014) designed a study to reveal the essential characteristics of 

successful informal, online resources that are important for self-directed learning using a qualitative, 
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grounded theory approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) that provided data from participants engaged in 

305 free online websites and courses. After coding these resources, Kim et al. (2014) came up with 

eight evaluation criteria for informal online resources: content richness, functionality of technology, 

extent of technology integration, novelty of technology, uniqueness of learning environment/learning, 

potential for learning, potential for life-changing impact, and scalability of audience. Surprisingly, 

interaction or social learning was not part of the eight evaluation criteria. However, the cited websites 

were a mix of self-paced, as well as cohort learning resources. As such, interaction dynamics might have 

been a difficult criterion to use when evaluating a social-mix of resources. One sub-group of the 

resources were MOOCs. And while comparing the MOOCs to other online resources, Kim et al. found 

that MOOCs scored the highest in terms of content richness, potential for learning, and scalability for 

informal learning success. With potential for learning Kim et al. (2014) described learners looking for a 

new career and who considered MOOCs as a potential life changer. Kim et al. concluded that informal 

learning tools and resources need to be studied to get a better understanding of their actual self-

directed learning potential. Although following the self-regulated learning concept, a study by Hood, 

Milligan and Littlejohn (2016) is important to underline the informal learning opportunities that MOOCs 

can offer when learners are left to choose what to learn. In their 2016 mixed methods study Hood, 

Milligan and Littlejohn investigated the self-regulated learning which 788 learners applied in a MOOC. 

The focus of the research looked at Ƙƻǿ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ahh/ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŜƭŦ-

regulated learning strategies, which was followed up by interviews conducted with 32 learners. 

Learners who perceived themselves as high self-ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛȊƛƴƎ άǘƘŜ ahh/ 

as a non-formal learning opportunity, enabling each learner to independently determine activities and 

material they ǿƻǳƭŘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎέ όǇΦ млύΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ learners with higher 
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self-acclaimed learning abilities showed a less uniform and less-linear trajectory throughout their 

MOOC learning experience.  

2.4.2 Self-directed learning and learner autonomy 

Although goals are not necessarily needed to engage in an informal learning journey, one simple 

condition must be present. Luken (2008) noted that self-directed learning can only happen in a learner 

that has the distinct will to learn, the intention to learn. Learner autonomy is also seen as an important 

component of self-directed learning (Kop & Bouchard, 2009; Kop & Fournier, 2010). This autonomy is 

ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ 

for SDL (Kop & Bouchard, 2009; Kop & Fournier, 2010). In terms of the FutureLearn courses there is a 

certain autonomy provided to the learner, as the learner is allowed to follow any nugget of information 

and can autonomously choose whether or not to engage with other course participants or its 

facilitators.  

Tough (1971) noted that learners move through different phases of self-direction as their learning 

progresses. Bouchard (2009) identified four dimensions that influence SDL: one dealing with 

psychological issues, one with pedagogical issues, one with economic issues and infrastructural issues. 

Self-directed learning can be done without self-reflection upon how one learns, but simply directed to 

what one wants to learn. However, if self-directed learning happens within a course, it is the course-

related actions and the content which provide boundaries, challenges and options to self-direct the 

learning throughout the course. When taking into account the FutureLearn platform, one other feature 

also still needs to be explored in order to situate its impact: the technology of the FutureLearn platform 

and its potential impact on self-directed learning.  
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2.5 SDL in MOOCs, mLearning and online learning 

This section will consider the challenges regarding self-directed learning (SDL) in the FutureLearn 

environment by analysing papers related to SDL in MOOCs, mLearning and online learning. This points 

to possible gaps looking at the intersections of those three areas. This section also refers to specifics 

within the FutureLearn platform to emphasize why this platform is a good environment in which to 

investigate SDL influenced by contemporary technologies and collaborative learning actions for this 

study.  

2.5.1 Taking advantage of technology for learner mobility  

FutureLearn, the MOOC platform co-founded by The Open University, is the first major MOOC platform 

launched from within the United Kingdom. The platform rolls out free courses built upon mLearning 

pedagogy, embedding social media, and with a clear focus on collaborative learner interactions 

(Ferguson & Sharples, 2014). By building an online platform, constructed on mobile learning 

(mLearning) principles, FutureLearn is designed for access with multiple devices by learners in a variety 

of contexts. The use of multiple devices brings along challenges for the learner with regard to their 

contexts (Vavoula, 2005; Song & Hill, 2007), as well as their skills necessary to use the mobile devices 

in a way that is beneficial to learning (Sharples, Taylor & Vavoula, 2007; Song & Fox, 2005), and these 

skills have a bearing on their social interactions with other learners or with a MOOC course (de Waard, 

2013). A full and detailed description of the FutureLearn platform is provided in section 4.2. 

2.5.1.1 Multiple learner contexts 

As ubiquitous learning gains research interest, there is a tendency within online learning to include 

mobile learning while the first focus of online learning was on web-based learning. What is interesting 

is that mobile learning has a longer history in investigating informal learning and might add relevancy 
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to the potential informal learning experience in FutureLearn MOOCs. Mobile learning is defined by 

/ǊƻƳǇǘƻƴ όнлмоύ ŀǎ άƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǳǎƛƴƎ 

perǎƻƴŀƭ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƻƴƛŎ ŘŜǾƛŎŜǎέ όǇΦ пύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƭƛƎƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ǳǇƻƴ ŀ ƳƻōƛƭŜ 

theory that takes into account context and social interactions, which fits the emerging learning 

components of this study.  

 In her 2005 research on everyday mobile adult learning for the MOBILearn project, Vavoula found that 

пф҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜǇƛǎƻŘŜǎ ǘƻƻƪ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ƘƻƳŜ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΩǎ ƻǿƴ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ 

was no consistent relation between the topic of learning and the location of learning, but learning did 

occur in multiple learner contexts. Those multiple contexts arise due to the mobility of the learner. 

±ŀǾƻǳƭŀΩǎ όнллрύ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŘƛŀǊƛŜǎ ƪŜǇǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ, showed that 

people create settings for learning out of technology or resources that are ready-to-hand. The research 

of Song & Hill (2007) introduced a research-based conceptual model for understanding SDL in an online 

ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΦ {ƻƴƎ ŀƴŘ Iƛƭƭ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǿŜ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴg of the 

impact of a specific learning context (i.e., physical classroom instruction, a web-based course, a 

computer-based instructional unit) on self-ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴέ ό{ƻƴƎ ϧ IƛƭƭΣ нллтΣ ǇΦ нфύΦ Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

considerations, the contexts of each individual learner might also vary depending on their socio-

economic, cultural or other backgrounds, making context and the way a learner uses it a factor that 

could influence SDL.  

YƻǇ ŀƴŘ CƻǳǊƴƛŜǊΩǎ όнлммύ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛǾƛǎǘ ahh/ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Personal Learning Environments, 

Networks and Knowledge course (PLENK, which was organised in 2010 by Rita Kop, George Siemens, 

Dave Cormier and Stephen Downes) ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ ƻǊ 

office as mentioned by Vavoula (2005) and Song & Hill (2007). Kop and Fournier (2011) found that the 

most important factors restricting participation in the Personal Learning Environments, Networks and 
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YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ όt[9bYύ ahh/ ǿŜǊŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛǾŜǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 

time, job, family, and other commitments, which was true for 80.6% of respondents to the lurkers (non-

interacting, consuming learners) survey. These external course factors are not taken up by Song & Hill 

(2007) in their study on SDL in online learning, although it might be that external course factors do have 

an effect on SDL.  

While Song & Hill (2007) noted that it appears that SDL is context-dependent in that the level of a 

ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ-direction [personal attribute] may vary in different learning contexts, it has been 

proposed by Candy (1991) that some of the attributes are trans-contextual (e.g. social learning, 

technology for bookmarking, comparing to find meaning for learning). In mobile accessible MOOC 

learning environments the context risks becoming increasingly complex due to innovative educational 

tools and techniques being embedded and tested. Once a learning environment uses social media while 

opening up access via multiple devices, and it introduces learner interactions that are both individual 

and collaborative as FutureLearn claims to do, it might become a difficult task for the learner to 

successfully negotiate within this complex context and still arrive at successful learning strategies. 

Lonsdale et al. (2003) refer in part to this complexity by mentioning that the common ground of 

learning is continually shifting as we move from one location to another, gain new resources, or enter 

new conversations. MOOCs appear in a variety of formats, pedagogical approaches, languages, 

collaborative options and technological designs. As such SDL might become increasingly important for 

those learners who want to manage learning amidst this diversity. The profound effect of this re-

conception of learning across contexts is described by Sharples et al. (2007) as that it removes the solid 

ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ άǊŜǇƭŀŎŜǎ ƛǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŎȅōŜǊƴŜǘƛŎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳŀƭ 

ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŀǘƛƻƴέ όǇΦ нпнύΦ !ǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ 

learning, the study investigated if or how this complexity was managed by the different learners.  
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2.5.1.2 Switching between multiple devices 

There is another factor to learning across multiple contexts, which is the technological learner 

experience as she or he moves between these settings by using multiple devices. Seamless learning is 

a term that designates switching between contexts in a fluent way. Wong and Looi (2011) came up with 

a Mobile Seamless Learning (MSL) framework. Their framework is based on an analysis of mobile-

assisted seamless learning (MSL) literature published between 2006 and March 2011 from which they 

identified ten salient features that characterize the seamlessness of a Wireless, Mobile, and Ubiquitous 

Technologies in Education (WMUTE) design. In their framework Wong and Looi describe the 

importance of switching between devices and contexts without losing focus or losing time relocating 

where one left off as a learner, and how this is a necessary factor for a fluent learning experience.  

A MOOC environment which allows seamless learning needs to offer integrated learning including web-

based options as well as mobile options. In theory this can be done by offering a mobile Learning 

Management System (Uosaki, 2013) or it can be achieved by using Cloud solutions. Ozdamli (2013) 

offered an interesting view on the effectiveness of the Cloud for developing positive seamless learning 

ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎΦ hȊŘŀƳƭƛΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƭƻƻƪǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

self-directed abilities and seamless learning using cloud systems and social network applications. 

hȊŘŀƳƭƛΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǘ ŀ ŎƭƻǳŘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Evernote which was monitored for its seamless 

ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ /ƭƻǳŘ ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜ άƎƛǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘŜΣ 

cooperate, share and learn with their peers, teachers, and family members regardless of time and 

ǎǇŀŎŜέ όhȊŘŀƳƭƛΣ нлмоΣ ǇΦ слрύΦ hȊŘŀƳƭƛ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎǊƻǎǎ-platform software has the potential to 

allow education practitioners to provide mobile support to theƛǊ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ endeavours, while 

offering similar functionality to non-mobile users via more traditional computing platforms. Using 
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Cloud systems enables individuals to connect from their mobile devices and/or desktop computers 

depending on the learƴŜǊΩǎ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΦ  

According to Song & Fox (2005), research into technologies that are coming together and the use of 

different combinations of mobile technologies has promising results, providing powerful new outcomes 

for learners. Song and Fox investigated English as a second language (ESL) for vocabulary learning by 

working adult learners using mobile devices for learning. They showed that the attitudes of learners 

who experience a hybrid form of learning are positive. However their study only made use of sms-based 

learning, which was the major mobile text communication available at that time. Building on Song & 

CƻȄΩǎ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ǘƻ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀ ƳƻōƛƭŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ ahh/ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ 

have towards these learning environments.     

2.5.2 Literacy and digital skills 

A range of psycho-social and cognitive factors such as metacognition, executive functioning, self-

regulation and motivation have been identified as influencing digital literacy and online learning skills 

(Bonk & Khoo, 2014; Terras & Ramsay, 2015). Song & Hill (2007) also mentioned the digital skills 

ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ {5[ ƛƴ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΥ άƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ Χ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ 

ŀƴ ƛǎǎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊέ όǇΦ опύΣ ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎǊƛtical thinking and retrieving relevant, 

valid information. In cMOOCs, information literacy skills are seen as very important as research into the 

first cMOOCs saw that the learners became active creators of content/resources, and needed to sift 

through more information (Fini, 2009). Kop & Fournier (2011) picked this up as well, and emphasized 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ {5[ ƛƴ ahh/ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ άǎƻƳŜ literacies have been identified that are critical for learners 

ǘƻ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀƴ ƻǇŜƴ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪŜŘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘέ όǇΦ пύΣ ŀƴŘ 

all the literacies must be mapped (and described). Literacy skills are of course not only limited to 

information, they also concern use of technology and more specifically how the learner can use their 
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technology to support their learning. The research findings from Lea and Jones (2011) focus on digital 

literacies and provide evidence of graduate students as adept readers in an increasingly complex digital 

world across different contexts. Their research also showed the complexity of the technology used to 

reach content and in combination with the actual learning act itself, which leads to additional literacies 

having to be mastered by the learner. And although the work of Lea and Jones was related to tertiary 

education, this coping with complexity can be assumed to be of importance for FutureLearn MOOC 

participants as well for they too have to cope with the FutureLearn platform.  

Cross-cultural literacy might also be a factor that influences non-English native speakers engaging in a 

MOOC. Non-native English speakers might have an additional barrier to start interacting in English in a 

MOOC due to the cultural otherness narratives brought forward by not being part of the majority group 

and the learners' perceptions of their experience of an academic course, either in terms of the way 

they position themselves in contrast to the English-speaking course, or to fellow students perceived as 

having different ways of interacting (Goodfellow, Lea, Gonzalez & Mason, 2001). This cross-cultural 

literacy also relates to cultural contexts, where people bring different expectations on what learning 

should be, how to learn, and how to respond to social interactions.  

2.5.3 Individual and collaborative mobile and online learning 

Kukulska-Hulme et al. όнллфύ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άƳƻǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƳƻōƛƭŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ 

towards the social practice it enables, allows for ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳƻōƛƭŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎέ όǇΦ 

9) and they added that researchers in mobile and ubiquitous learning will be keen to tackle the new 

challenges arising from learner activity across multiple virtual and physical contexts. The realities of 

ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǎƘƛŦǘ ƛƴ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ 

ƻŦ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΥ άƴŜǿ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǿ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ 

self-directed learners to participate informally in learning events on open online networks, such as in 



 

42 

 

aŀǎǎƛǾŜ hǇŜƴ hƴƭƛƴŜ /ƻǳǊǎŜǎέ όYƻǇ ϧ CƻǳǊƴƛŜǊΣ нлммΣ ǇΦ оύΦ .ǳǘ ǊƛƎƘǘƭȅ ǎƻΣ YƻǇ ϧ CƻǳǊƴƛŜǊ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ 

ŀŘŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ άǊŀƛǎŜǎ ƴŜǿ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƭŦ-directed learner, who might no 

ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ Ŏŀƭƭ ƻƴ ŀ ǘǊǳǎǘŜŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊ ŦƻǊ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ƻǊ ƘŜǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜƴŘŜŀǾƻǊέ όǇΦ оύΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

learners will become more self-reliant. With the new structures and environments in place where 

people can learn autonomously, one might question if people will be able to do so effectively (Kop & 

Bouchard, 2011).  

An interesting case study comes from Bonk, Lee, Kou, Xu & Sheu (2015), investigating the learning 

preferences, goals and motivations, achievements, challenges, and possibilities for life change of self-

directed online learners who subscribed to the monthly OpenCourseWare (OCW) e-newsletter from 

MIT. Bonk et al. (2015) came to the conclusion that MOOCs must embed a sense of choice and control 

for the self-directed learner, both in terms of technology, and in terms of interactions. Informal and 

self-directed learning were already seen by Bonk et al.Ωǎ participants as being life changers, and playing 

an important educational role in society. One of the priorities for future research according to Bonk et 

al (2015) is to get a better understanding of the characteristics of self-directed learners and processes 

of self-directed learning. 

Learning is no longer limited to the individual. Although learning itself is seen as learner-centered, there 

are more social spaces to connect with peers. There is more emphasis on learner-centeredness, which 

comes from the idea of the connected/networked world, where collaborative learning and peer-to-

peer learning are of interest to the actual learning of the individual (Siemens, 2005; Downes, 2005; 

Williams, Karousou, Mackness, 2011; Bell, 2011; Siemens, 2012). In their mLearning research Wong & 

Looi (2011) refer to learners at the center of production of knowledge as well, which fits the MOOC 

learning hypothesis as put forward by Siemens (2005). But placing the learner at the centre does not 

mean that she is the center of attention of teachers, but rather, the centre of production of knowledge 
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that occurs in various contexts within the multidimensional learning spaces as mentioned by Layte & 

Ravet (2006). A factor affecting personal learning for example was coping with the abundance of 

ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΥ άǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƛŘ ƳŀƪŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǘ ŀ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǎǘŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾƛǎŜŘ ŎƻǇƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ 

ǘƘŜ ƘŜƭǇ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊǎέ όYƻǇ ϧ Cƻurnier, 2011, p. 17), which is part of social learning.  

Technology also has a social factor. Kukulska-Hulme, Sharples, Milrad, Arnedillo-Sánchez, & Vavoula 

όнллфύ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

tŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ŘƻŜǎ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǳƴƛǉǳŜƭȅ ǿŜƭƭέ όǇΦ ннύΦ aƻōƛƭŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ŜƴŀōƭŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 

collaboration (Traxler, 2010) and Kukulska-IǳƭƳŜ ϧ WƻƴŜǎ όнлммύ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ άƛƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 

programs where communication and collaboration are important, the added dimension of mobile 

ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ Ƴŀȅ ǎƻƻƴ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭέ όǇΦ суύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ ƳƻōƛƭŜ 

frameworks. An interesting pedagogical framework for mLearning is provided by Park (2011). Park 

mentioned that the major purpose of her study was to review and classify a variety of educational 

applications with mobile technologies. For this purpose, she built a conceptual and pedagogical 

framework which was generated based on high versus low transactional distance and individualized 

versus socialized activity. The Park framework combines mlearning with online learning and ubiquitous 

learning and describes the technological attributes and pedagogical affordances of mobile learning 

presented in previous studies following the transactional distance theory as put forward by Moore 

(2007). Park offers a set of indicators to categorize MOOC participants and their actions (e.g. individual 

ė collaborative mobile action, high ė low distance of the transaction).  

Another mobile framework that takes into account the technical aspects, as well as the learner aspects 

and refers to SDL is FRAME by Koole (2009). FRAME links mobile learning to interaction learning with 

an emphasis on social constructivism. In this view, learning is collaborative with meaning negotiated 

from multiple aspects. ά¢ƘŜ Cw!a9 ƳƻŘŜƭ ǘŀƪŜǎ ƛƴǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ 
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ƳƻōƛƭŜ ŘŜǾƛŎŜǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎέ όYƻƻƭŜΣ нллфΣ ǇΦ нсύ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƻŦ 

interest to this study as it will research individual as well as collaborative SDL. Koole mentioned that 

equipped with a mobile device, the learner can choose to consult a web page, access audio or video 

tutorials, send a query via text message to a friend, or phone an expert for practice or guidance. Koole 

ŀƭǎƻ ŀŘŘŜŘ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΥ άƘƻǿ Ŏŀƴ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ ǘŀƪŜ Ŧǳƭƭ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻōƛƭŜ 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΚέ όǇΦ нрύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀƭƛƎƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎ ŦƻǊ {5[Σ ŀǎ 

well as the seamless learning section.  

¢ƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ {5[ ƛƴ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜŘ ōȅ {ƻƴƎ ϧ Iƛƭƭ όнллтύΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ 

need to have a high level of self-ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǎǳŎŎŜŜŘ ƛƴ ŀƴ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘέ όǇΦ нфύ ŀƴŘ 

they proceeded to state that άǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ 

ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎέ όǇΦ опύΣ ǎƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ {5[Φ ! 

ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ άŦƻǊ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ŀǎǎƛstance is also much more 

centered with the learner since they are directly involved in monitoring the process, and seeking 

ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ƴŜŜŘŜŘέ όǇΦ осύΦ !ƴŘ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǇŜŜǊǎ ŦƻǊ ƘŜƭǇ ƛǎ ŀƴ 

option, in the end this can pose a problem for some individual learners, as this implies overcoming 

potentially personal barriers (self-esteem, ego, language) as emerged from the de Waard (2013) study 

when searching for the main interaction drivers in a MOOC.  

External factors also influence collaborationΦ ά¢ƛƳŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΣ Ǝƻŀƭ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƛƳŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƛƭƛǘȅ 

ǿŜǊŜ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴέ όYƻǇ ϧ CƻǳǊƴƛŜǊΣ 

2011, p. 17). This coincides with what de Waard (2013) concluded after investigating the impact of 

mobile access to learner interactions in discussion forums that were part of a MOOC, but it also refers 

to the aforementioned factors surrounding the daily life of the learner. This is an additional reason to 

incorporate an investigation into elements of daily life as part of SDL in the FutureLearn courses. 
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The individual and collaborative learning section points towards some research that has been done in 

Ƴ[ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ahh/Ωǎ ŀƴŘ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭΣ ōǳǘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƎŀǇǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ to the 

MOOC learning environment that combines new technologies as well as social learning. This makes the 

individual versus the collaborative learning element an interesting aspect of learner experience to 

monitor when researching SDL, which is investigated in one of the sub-questions.  

2.5.4 Social   

2.5.4.1 Social learning 

Social learning theory (Bandura & Walters, 1977) posits that learning takes place through observation 

or direct instruction, even in the absence of knowledge reproduction or direct reinforcement. Bandura 

and Walters posited that learning is a cognitive process which takes place in a social context, but they 

also added that social learning can occur purely through observation or direct instruction, even in the 

absence of direct reinforcement (by which they embed social learning in a more behaviourist 

paradigm). However, social learning has come a long way since the inception of social learning theory 

by Bandura and Walters (1977). Smith and Ragan (1999) built further on social constructivism and in 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ǾƛŜǿ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ άƛǎ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎέ ό{ƳƛǘƘ ϧ wŀƎŀƴΣ 

1999, p. 15). Looking at research into social learning in MOOCs, there is a distinction being made 

between active learners and passive learners (described as lurkers), and an emphasis is put on the social 

construction which happens when learning in MOOCs. This calls for a definition of social learning that 

fits this social construct of learning inside MOOCs. Therefore, this study uses the definition as offered 

ōȅ {ƻƭΣ .ŜŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ²ŀƭǎ όнлмоύ ǿƘƻ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀǎ άan interactive and dynamic process in a 

multi-actor setting where knowledge is exchanged and where actors learn by interaction and co-create 

new knowledge in on-ƎƻƛƴƎ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴέ όǇΦ осύΦ !ǎ {ƻƭΣ .ŜŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ²ŀƭǎ όнлмоύ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

learning in a multi-actor innovation network, they built upon prior theory on social learning, and 
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concluded that social learning is a very dynamic process, in which trust, commitment and reframing are 

continuously produced and reproduced through the (inter)actions of the individual actors, in this case 

FutureLearn learners. 

¢ƻ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴΣ άŀƭƭ ǇŀǊǘƛŜǎ ƴŜŜŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ 

ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ǘƻǇƛŎǎέ ό{ƘŀǊǇƭŜǎ et al., 

2007, p. 226). But this is a capacity/skill loaded ability: language, personal courage and self-confidence, 

ǇǊƛƻǊ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΣ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ǘƻ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛŘŜŀǎΣ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΧ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ 

in courses that attract international learners, i.e. non-native English speakers (de Waard et al., 2011; 

de Waard, 2013). For some FutureLearn course participants this combination of social skills might be a 

threshold, keeping them from any learning that might be derived from collaborative learning, but on 

the other hand it might help specific learners as well, and as such it might influence the individual SDL 

overall. How learners let the social interactions influence their learning might not yet be clear, but social 

learning is gaining interest within MOOCs. In the past social learning has been investigated in terms of 

communities of practitioners, allowing individuals to be drawn into the communities of practice at 

whatever rate is comfortable but where the group shares a craft and/or a profession (McAuley, 

Stewart, Siemens, & Cormier, 2010; Mackness, Waite, Roberts & Lovegrove, 2013; Eynon, 2016). The 

FutureLearn course model sees social learning more broadly than its use within a community of 

practitioners, all of the members enrolled in a course can interact regardless of their shared profession. 

FutureLearn has embedded social learning in its platform based on the conversational model of 

Laurillard (2013) which places conversation and social learning at the heart of the MOOC platform 

(Brown, Costello, Donlon, & Giolla-Mhichil, 2015; Ferguson, Clow, Beale, Cooper, Morris, Bayne, & 

Woodgate, 2015; Sharples, 2016; León, Cobos, Dickens, White, & Davis, 2016).  
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While investigating mobile learning Laurillard (2007) created the conversational theory, which states 

ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ōȅ the teacher is to set up motivating collaborative and 

competitive transactions between the students, motivated also by the prospect of contributing to a 

ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎέ όǇΦ мссύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǘ ōƻǘƘ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŀƴŘ 

inŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ άŦƻǊ ǇŜŜǊ 

collaboration: learners will be motivated to improve their practice if they can share their outputs with 

peers, and they will be motivated to improve their practice and augment their conceptual 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ōȅ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǳǘǇǳǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŜŜǊǎέ όǇΦ мсоύΦ 

As Laurillard (2013) found, informal learners select their own teacher, who may be a peer, or may not 

be a person; but in any case they define their own curriculum based on what they are interested in. 

The conversational framework sees informal learning and formal learning as complex learning 

environments, with learners using others in their peer group for negotiation of ideas, and their personal 

context as the source of goals, forms of action, and intrinsic feedback. 

 

2.5.4.2 Social constructivism 

{ƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾƛǎƳ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘǊŀŎŜŘ ǘƻ ±ȅƎƻǘǎƪȅΩǎ ǎƻŎƛƻŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ όмфтуύ ŀƴŘ .ŀƴŘǳǊŀΩǎ όмфусύ 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΣ ōǳǘ ±ȅƎƻǘǎƪȅΩǎ ŀƴŘ .ŀƴŘǳǊŀΩǎ ǾƛŜǿ ƻƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ 

an effect on the definition of social constructivism for this study. Where Bandura saw the social aspect 

as something that could be done without any interaction with others, Vygotsky places interaction 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΦ ±ȅƎƻǘǎƪȅΩǎ ǎƻŎƛƻŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ όмфтуύ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ 

mental functions emerge from social interactions and learning and mediation occurs by using tools and 

signs (text, speech), the presence of learners also creates a Zone of Proximal Development, a space 

where learners develop through mediating their new versus their old understanding of a topic. What is 

ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƛǎ ±ȅƎƻǘǎƪȅΩǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜ ǇŜŜǊ 



 

48 

 

interactions to challenge the learner to think at a higher level and cognitively develop to the next stage. 

This fits with the social learning paradigm on which FutureLearn is built, and with the socio-

constructivist approach for this study.  

{ƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾƛǎƳ ƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ άǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ƻǊ 

realities through individual and collective actions. Social constructivism studies what people at a 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘŀƪŜ ŀǎ ǊŜŀƭΣ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǾƛŜǿǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎέ ό/ƘŀǊƳŀȊΣ нлмпΣ ǇΦ 

344).  

Because FutureLearn has a social constructivist pedagogy underpinning its design, it is labelled as a 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳΣ ōȅ ǾƛǊǘǳŜ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ΨǿŀǘŜǊ-ŎƻƻƭŜǊΩ ǎǘȅƭŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ŀǊŜŀǎ, social filtering options 

(like and follow buttons), discussion steps, all provided alongside learning content (Ferguson & 

Sharples, 2014). First research outcomes showed that learners appreciate the opportunities afforded 

and the general social experience provided by FutureLearn (Ferguson & Sharples, 2014; Wintrup, 

Wakefield, Morris & Davis, 2015).  

This section covered literature looking at self-directed learning in MOOCs, mobile and online learning. 

SDL literature is only just emerging for MOOCs, or specifically for the complexities that might influence 

SDL for participants engaging in FutureLearn courses. Additional research is needed in this area to 

ensure a deeper understanding of the challenges learners face in FutureLearn courses ς and MOOCs in 

general - to ensure strong future learning environments that are enabled for mobile as well as non-

mobile interactions between peers, resulting in conŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ {5[Φ ά¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

nature of learners and their engagement is critical to the success of any online education provision, 

especially those where there is an expectation that the learner should self-motivate and self-direct 

theƛǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎέ όaƛƭƭƛƎŀƴΣ aŀǊƎŀǊȅŀƴ ϧ [ƛǘǘƭŜƧƻƘƴΣ нлмоΣ ǇΦ мртύΦ 
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2.6 Conclusion of the literature review 

This literature chapter covered research investigating FutureLearn courses and MOOCs in general, 

mobile and online learning, and compared learning concepts related to how learners adjust their 

learning, in specific contexts as well as in informal and lifelong learning. From the literature it became 

clear that a conceptual framework which describes informal self-directed learning of experienced adult 

learners is needed. This means an account must be made of the key impacting factors on the learning 

process. Previous research has looked into the learning experiences of workplace learners, and 

students in higher education engaging in MOOCs, but the most prevalent MOOC target group seems to 

be adult learners, which to my knowledge has not yet been fully investigated, in order to construct a 

conceptual framework of the FutureLearn MOOC learning experience. In order to investigate the 

learner experience it is important to look at the full scope of what and how the learner actually learns. 

This means that the learner in FutureLearn MOOCs will have to be seen as an active learning agent who 

choses which course to take, what content to engage with and which peers to interact with. This has 

an effect on the research design. A learning experience involving FutureLearn MOOCs consists of pre-

course decisions (e.g. selecting a FutureLearn course), it will need to establish the actual learning for 

the duration of the course (e.g. self-reported learning experiences to be documented by the learner), 

and it will be important to have some feedback from the learners post-course to get an account of how 

they look back on the learning experience. It is also important to understand how the learner adjusts 

their learning while being engaged in a FutureLearn course. This means an informed choice must be 

made between the current set of learning concepts that see the learner as an actor in the learning 

process. Looking at different learning concepts, the choice for my study pointed towards using self-

directed learning, as this concept allows a more open perspective on the learning experience of an 

adult learner, it is not fixed on pre-set learning goals, yet it can embrace them, and it can be used within 
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the boundaries of an existing course which is open in nature, i.e. allowing learners to come in and learn 

as they please. The literature also gives rise to a need to investigate SDL for the new, contemporary 

learning platforms and FutureLearn courses seemed an ideal platform to investigate due to their 

novelty bringing together MOOC and collaborative learning features. In short, research is needed to 

generate a deeper understanding of the self-directed learning challenges learners face in FutureLearn 

courses ς and MOOCs in general ς and to ensure strong future learning environments that are built for 

adult learners using different devices to socially interact with peers.  

2.7 Research questions following gaps in the literature review 

The literature chapter revealed gaps relating to self-directed learning in FutureLearn courses. After 

analysing the literature, the following central research question was formulated: 

What characterises the informal self-directed learning of experienced, adult online 

learners engaging in individual and/or social learning using any device to follow a 

FutureLearn MOOC? 

The central research question is divided into four sub-questions: 

1. Which individual characteristics influence the learning experience? 

2. What are the technical and media elements influencing the learning experience?  

3. Iƻǿ ŘƻŜǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΚ 

4. Which actions (if any) did the learners undertake to organise their learning?  

Finding answers to these research questions is the main interest of the following chapters.   
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3. Research methods 

The research methods chapter will start with the rationale for the chosen methodology, based on the 

research gap identified in the literature chapter. A visual overview of the major methodological steps 

is provided in figure 2 to enable the reader to get a quick overview of which steps were used for this 

study. 

After having chosen a Grounded Theory (GT) approach, a more detailed account of the GT adopted for 

this study is given to provide a methodological background. As the research moved from the pilot to 

the main study, a slightly different approach in the Grounded Theory method was used, mainly due to 

the fact that I was becoming more aware of existing theory and literature. This shift in approach ς 

moving from Glaser to Strauss & Corbin approach - is described in section 3.5.4 of the research methods 

chapter. After presenting the chosen the method, the chapter provides an overview of the planning, 

coding and analysis parts of this study. 

Based on the literature chapter, the need to examine the learner experience in FutureLearn courses 

emerged. As the FutureLearn platform (described in detail in section 4.2 of the research design chapter) 

was built around mobile learning pedagogies, and integrated social learning elements, the research 

goals resulted in a search for complementary methods that would:  

¶ fit the exploratory nature of this study,  

¶ allow individual and social experiences to be shared and described,  

¶ give room for an emerging theory to be formed.  

This resulted in a search for a method that would fit an exploratory investigation, and additionally allow 

these findings to be used in or form the basis of a theoretical model, while adding to the body of 

knowledge of online education, specifically learning in FutureLearn MOOCs.   
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Figure 2. Visual overview of methods and processes 

3.1 Rationale for choosing Grounded Theory 

The main study investigates a new phenomenon: how experienced online learners self-direct their 

learning in FutureLearn courses. This makes it necessary to look for an approach that would allow 

exploratory research. Creswell (2007ύ ǿǊƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ άƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏhief reasons for conducting a qualitative 

ǎǘǳŘȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƛǎ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŀǘƻǊȅέ όǇΦ нсύ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘƛǎ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƻǘ ƳǳŎƘ 
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interviews (19 participants)
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Writing findings based on emerging 
data coming out of coding iterations



 

53 

 

has been written about the topic or the population being studied, and the researcher seeks to listen to 

particƛǇŀƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ōǳƛƭŘ ŀƴ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƘŜŀǊŘέ όǇΦ нсύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ 

research study, because at the time of the data collection for the main study the FutureLearn courses 

had only been rolled out for one year. Furthermore, FutureLearn is a platform under constant 

development. By understanding and investigating the learning that is happening in FutureLearn courses 

- as reported by the participants ς future research can be planned to optimise the FutureLearn course 

experience, as well as other MOOCs.  

If a phenomenon needs to be understood because little research has been done on it, then it merits a 

qualitative approach, as qualitative research is exploratory and is useful when the researcher does not 

know the important variables to examine (Creswell, 2009). The process of research involves emerging 

questions and procedures, data building from particulars to general themes, and the researcher making 

ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀέ ό/ǊŜǎǿŜƭƭΣ нллфΣ ǇΦ пύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǘŀƴŘǎ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘǊast with 

quantitative research where the investigator relies on numerical data. The researcher isolates variables 

and causally relates them to determine the magnitude and frequency of relationships. In addition, the 

researcher determines which variables to investigate and chooses instruments, which will yield highly 

reliable and valid scores. But for this study there are no variables to isolate yet, as no key factors have 

been isolated in correlation to learning with FutureLearn courses. Due to the exploratory necessity of 

this study, I chose to set up a mixed methods study, using quantitative data to guide the data analysis 

and an emphasis on qualitative data to deepen the understanding of the learning experience as recalled 

by the learner.  But qualitative research covers a lot of ground. In order to find the best possible fit for 

this study, a choice had to be made after analysing different methods. In broad terms this study is part 

of interpretive social science as it emphasizes social action and socially constructed meaning. Because 

literature showed that little is known about the actual learning experience of adult learners in 
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FutureLearn courses, the starting point of the study had to be the empirical world. This is why this study 

takes an inductive direction, beginning with observing the empirical world, and then reflects on what 

is taking place while moving towards theoretical concepts.  

Looking at the qualitative research designs that fit an inductive approach, I needed to select the best 

fit for a study that aims to get a deeper understanding of how adult learners self-direct their learning 

in FutureLearn courses. I looked at the five most influential qualitative methods: ethnography, case 

study, phenomenological research, narrative research and Grounded Theory (Creswell, 2009).  

The narrative research approach was dismissed early on, as in most cases narrative research will study 

a limited number of participants to get an in-depth account of a specific topic which happens amidst 

and has a profound impact on their lives (Creswell, 2009). The learning experience in FutureLearn might 

have a serious impact on the lives of some learners (e.g. those who find relief in following an online 

course while having chemotherapy), but this study wants to examine the broader scope of how learners 

self-direct their learning as a FutureLearn participant. For this reason a larger set of participants is 

needed. Additionally, this study does not require to investigate the full impact on the lives of those 

learning from FutureLearn courses, only to get a an idea of how learners guide their learning in a 

FutureLearn course.  

Ethnography is used most often for research into a cultural homogenous group and within a natural 

setting over a period of time. Most of the time the research process evolves in response to the lived 

realities encountered in the field while observing the participants (Creswell, 2009). This method was 

not adopted because the FutureLearn course environment was only a temporary, virtual setting for the 

learners. In addition, the learners would be difficult to observe as learners live scattered across 

different locations around the globe.  
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A case study could be of interest to this study, but after carefully considering the case study 

methodology, it was also dismissed, as a case study examines a bounded system (or systems) over time 

through detailed and in-depth data gathering coming from multiple sources (Creswell, 2009). It would 

be of interest to investigate a FutureLearn course, by looking at all the different aspects (e.g. learners, 

platform, facilitatorsΣΧύ but in this case only the learners are of interest as they direct their learning, 

and this study wants to focus specifically on the learner experience through the eyes of the learners. 

Using a case study felt too object-oriented to answer a question that wants to unravel a learning 

experience as it is given meaning by the learners.  

At the end there were two potential qualitative research approaches: a phenomenological approach or 

using Grounded Theory. Both strategies of inquiry provided guidance on investigating human beings in 

a specific setting. And both methods provided options for consciously integrating the researchersΩ point 

of view into the actual experiences (i.e. memoing in Grounded Theory and bracketing within 

phenomenology). This was important as I had previous online learning experience after setting up 

online and mobile learning programs. This meant any study that I would undertake, should have 

instruments that would allow me to monitor possible personal assumptions on the subject, thus 

allowing a more reflective stance towards data emerging from the data analysis phase.  

A phenomenological study would allow examining the meaning of their lived experiences for several 

individuals while encountering a phenomenon, in this case while being engaged in a FutureLearn 

course. The phenomenological approach looks for what participants have in common as they 

experience the phenomenon. This method reduces the individual experience to a description of the 

universal essence of a specific phenomenon, by studying a small number of subjects through prolonged 

engagement with the participants. But this common understanding of a phenomenon by the 

participants is not the purpose of this research. The purpose of this research is not only to add to the 
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body of knowledge of online learning, but to create a framework for further research embracing 

commonalities as well as differences. As FutureLearn and MOOCs are still in full development, a mere 

description of a phenomenon would be less useful than being able to generate an abstract analytical 

schema of a process described by the participants that reflects all of actual experience, not only the 

common factors. By constructing an analytical framework, the findings move beyond mere descriptions 

of a phenomenon, and provide a stepping stone for further research having laid down the foundations 

as a result of the exploratory study. In order to achieve such a framework, data must be analysed using 

multiple iterations to identify interrelationships of categories.  

However, as Creswell (2009) mentioned, using a Grounded Theory approach evokes the need to select 

a purposeful, homogeneous sample of participants in order to build a sound theoretical framework.  

/ǊŜǎǿŜƭƭ όнллфύ ŀƭǎƻ ŀŘŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ άƛƴ D¢Σ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ŀǘ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ site; in fact, if they 

are dispersed, they can provide important contextual research. They need to be individuals who have 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ D¢έ όǇΦ мннύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƻǇŜƴƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ D¢ 

towards the dispersed location of participants fits the reality of global online learners.  

3.2 Grounded Theory  

Grounded Theory (GT) provides a flexible way of conducting research that prioritizes exploration of the 

given phenomenon in a predominantly inductive theory development paradigm (Birks et al., 2013). It 

also provides the needed flexibility of qualitative research which allows the researcher to follow up on 

leads that emerge from the data, an essential part in an exploratory study. The greatest advantage of 

GT is the logic of discovery, rather than that of verification in data analysis, which is essential to the 

delicate question of theory building in grounded research (Vaast & Walsham, 2011). Designing a 

predominantly qualitative research study also adds to a research gap within MOOC research. In their 

literature overview of empirical MOOC research, Veletsianos and Shepherdson (2016) emphasize the 
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ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǾŜǊȅ ŦŜǿ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ 

by methods traditionally associated with qualitative research approaches (e.g., interviews, 

observations, and focus groups). Thus, even though results suggest that research on MOOCs focuses 

on student-ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻǇƛŎǎΣ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ ǾƻƛŎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ŀōǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜέ όǇΦ мтύΦ Lƴ order to 

respond to the need for more qualitative research, including the voices of the learner, a research 

method must be chosen that lets data emerge from the voices of learners, hence a qualitative study 

using a specific Grounded Theory approach fitting this study is useful.  

άDǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅ ƛǎ ŀ ǊƛƎƻǊƻǳǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘƛƴƎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ 

conceptual frameworks or theories through building inductive theoretical analysis from data and 

subsequently checking their theoretical inteǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎέ ό/ƘŀǊƳŀȊΣ нлмпΣ ǇΦ опоύΦ Charmaz also 

emphasizes that this method favours: 1) analysis over description, 2) fresh categories over 

preconceived ideas and extant theories, and 3) systematically focused sequential data collection over 

large initial samples. As this study wants to use a fresh perspective investigating learning in MOOCs 

through the actual lens of the learners demanding an analysis that constitutes a bottom up approach, 

using a GT approach for this research study will help to come up with results that are not influenced by 

preconceived ideas and extant theories. In addition, the data collection must take place on several 

occasions during the MOOC journey of the learners, in order to fit with the need for a focused 

sequential data collection as suggested by Charmaz (2014).     

Grounded Theory has gone through multiple changes since it was first described by Glaser and Strauss 

(1967). Figure 3 depicts a diagram of the different GT approaches based on Morse, Stern, Corbin, 

Bower, Charmaz and Clarke (2009), with added frames to point to the most relevant GT approached 

discussed in this section. In section 3.5 of the research methods chapter, I provide reasons for selecting 
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one GT approach above some of the more frequently used approaches and how this choice supports 

this study.  

 

 

Figure 3. Diagram from Stern, Corbin, Bowers, Clark and Charmaz, 2009, p.17, with added frames  

3.3 Rationale behind mixing quantitative and qualitative data 

Starting from the research question, De Vaus (2001) suggests that a social scientist needs to look at 

what type of evidence is needed to answer the question in a convincing way in order to build a solid 

research design that will drive the next steps in the research forward. Building upon the research needs 

resulting from the research question, this study uses an exploratory mixed methods design, which is a 

ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ άƳƛȄƛƴƎέ ōƻǘƘ ǉǳŀƴǘƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ Řŀǘŀ ŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ǎǘŀƎŜ 

of the research process within a single study, to understand a research problem more completely 

(Creswell, 2009). The rationale for mixing is that neither quantitative nor qualitative methods are 

sufficient by themselves to capture the learning experiences and trends of the study at hand. When 
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used in combination, quantitative and qualitative methods can complement each other and allow for 

more complete analysis (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). In quantitative research, the investigator relies 

on numerical data. The researcher isolates variables, looks for causalities and relates them to 

determine the magnitude and frequency of relationships. This view into frequency and relationships 

seems important to the researcher as it will provide additional support for examining the full learning 

experience of adult participants engaging in individual and collaborative SDL using multiple devices in 

FutureLearn courses. For example, if learners indicate in a quantitative question ς e.g. a multiple choice 

yes or no ς that they have engaged in social learning, the results of that question can then be used as 

a starting point to see how many learners engage in social or individual learning in a quantified way, 

before analysing which reasons they have to do so. Without quantified numbers that define group 

preferences, any qualitative data might be less poignant as the qualitative data would only describe 

the testimonies of learning, not the frequency in which it takes place. Additionally, qualitative research 

ƛǎ ŀ άƳŜŀƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŜȄǇƭƻǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ƻǊ ƎǊoups ascribe to a social or 

human problem. The process of research involves emerging questions and procedures, data building 

from particulars to general themes, and the researcher making interpretations of the meaning of the 

Řŀǘŀέ ό/ǊŜǎǿŜƭƭΣ нллфΣ ǇΦ пύΦ wealizing the beneficial combination of using both quantified and qualified 

data, made me decide to use a mixed methods approach throughout the pilot and the main study.  

3.4 Data collection 

3.4.1 Planning the study 

As mentioned in section 3.1 a Grounded Theory approach was chosen. As this study relates to the 

emerging field of MOOCs, it seemed necessary to search for an approach that would be exploratory, 

and would match the importance of context which comes along with learning while using multiple 

technologies (e.g. mobile devices) and MOOCs.  



 

60 

 

3.4.2 The practical realization of the study 

This study consists of a pilot and a main study. Both the pilot and the main study investigated learners 

engaged in FutureLearn courses. In the case of the pilot study, the courses under investigation were 

two closed ΨalphaΩ FutureLearn courses (i.e., courses by invitation only), each lasting two weeks. The 

FutureLearn courses of the main study consisted of three FutureLearn courses, all publicly available 

and described in full in section 6.2.1 of the main study chapter.  

Both the pilot and the main study consisted of three phases: 

¶ Phase 1 - expectations: gathering the expectations of the FutureLearn participants by collecting 

data through an online survey (to read the questions, see appendix 8) which was delivered to 

all study participants approximately a week before each FutureLearn course started.  

¶ Phase 2 ς keeping learning logs (to read a learning log template, see appendix 11): during the 

course the participants of this study were asked to keep learning logs every second week of the 

course. The learning logs probed for actual learning experiences. 

¶ Phase 3 ς reflections: semi-structured one-on-one interviews (for questions, see appendix 14) 

followed once the courses were finished. The interviews investigated accounts of SDL provided 

by the participants, and more specifically for the meaning behind these accounts to identify 

SDL actions, as well as the full spectrum of factors influencing SDL in FutureLearn courses.    

This three step approach was chosen on purpose. Research that wants to gather data relating to a 

learning experience that comes from following a course needs to look at the learning as it unfolds 

during the course. However, if a learner enrols in an online course which is not part of a mandatory 

programme to them, the learner starts the learning experience prior to the course by selecting which 

course to follow based on expectations related to the course, and the experience also includes post-

course reflections. This type of approach goes back to Schön (1984). Schön was credited with bringing 

reflective practice to professionals as an evaluative process related to professional development. He 

outlined two approaches called reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action. These two types of 

reflective practices ideally integrate to help an individual draw from past experience and a professional 

knowledge base to reflect on a situation currently occurring as well as reflect after the situation to 
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make sense of it and construct meaning. Thompson (2008) added another dimension to this practice 

called reflection-for-action, which is planning ahead and reflecting on what may happen, allowing for 

preparation and anticipation of a situation. These practices are identified as relevant to 

thinking/analysis and self-awareness. Schön (1984) identified the significance of constructing meaning 

after reflecting on past experience and a present situation. This whole approach of looking towards a 

learning experience covering pre-, during and post-course happens in the ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΩǎ mind. The challenge 

with this study is to translate the expectations, ideas and reflections into documents or dialogues that 

are transmitted from the learner to the researcher, in order for me to investigate and understand their 

learning experience through their self-reported documents and without colouring the findings with my 

own online learning assumptions. This is where the GT approach comes in, and more specifically 

constructing a GT based on the guidelines and insights of Charmaz (2006, 2014).  

3.4.3 Ethical framework  

The principal ethics consideration is to ensure the maximum benefit of the research for the broader 

research community, the research institutes, as well as society as a whole, whilst minimising the risk of 

actual or potential harm to the research participants. Ethical procedures followed during this full study 

sought to protect all groups involved in research including participants, researchers and research teams 

throughout the lifecycle of the research, and they follow the Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) 

guidelines that ensure ethical proceedings within The Open University (HREC, 2014). The research 

instruments and the planning of the pilot as well as the main study were sent to the HREC in order to 

obtain ethical approval for this study. The full research lifecycle including the planning stage, the 

anonymization of the data, the dissemination of results and the storing of information with full 

description was added. The HREC granted full permission to go ahead with the research (HREC 
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approving the pilot: HREC/2013/1465/deWaard/1, HREC approving main study: 

HREC/2014/1777/deWaard/1).  

Through the informed consent, possible participants were made aware of the three research phases, 

the timing of each phase and the requested actions, as well as the dissemination process of the results. 

The participants were informed that their responses would be kept completely confidential. In addition, 

the participants were informed through the informed consent form that only myself as the principal 

researcher and my two academic supervisors would see all the collected data. The list of e-mail, 

learning logs and information data of the participants was stored anonymously and electronically in a 

password protected folder for the duration of 5 years; a hard copy was stored on a non-connected, 

stand-alone hard disk that is kept in a locked closet in a secured office at the premises of the Open 

University in the UK for the duration of the analysis. The raw data will be stored for the duration of the 

PhD research, i.e. until November 2019. All the participants were also made aware that any publication 

or dissemination would only consist of anonymized data. Finally, only those participants who signed 

the informed consent form became part of the participant group.  

3.4.4 Research instruments 

3.4.4.1 Online survey 

An online survey was sent to all the MOOC participants who showed an interest to get background 

information on their online learning, social media and MOOC experience, and to get insight into their 

reasons for enrolling in the FutureLearn course of their choice. In the pilot study the results of the 

online survey were used purely to get background information and to investigate potential differences 

between groups of learners with different backgrounds. In the main study the online survey was also 

used to select only those participants with two years of prior online learning experience. 
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3.4.4.2 Learning logs 

In order to collect accounts of the actual learning experience of the participants, they were asked to fill 

in semi-structured learning logs while they were engaged in FutureLearn courses. The decision to use 

using semi-structured learning logs and not free text diaries was to reduce the time needed to analyse 

the data from the learning logs, and to allow a more homogenous interpretation of the results and the 

descriptions written down by the participants (Symon, 2004).   

During the pilot study two learning logs were provided to the research participants. One template 

needed to be filled in on a weekly basis, the second template was for gathering data concerning daily 

learning experiences. The reason for using two separate learning logs was to reduce the amount of 

work for the participants without losing data relevant to the topic under investigation by only probing 

overall learning perceptions once a week. However, from the feedback on the learning logs it became 

clear that using two different templates was confusing for the participants. As a result the learning logs 

were merged together, and in the main study only one learning log template was used (learning log 

template, see appendix 11). 

The learning logs used for collecting SDL-related experiences built upon the learning diary templates 

produced by Vavoula (2005), and those templates have been altered to be appropriate for the 

FutureLearn platform. Concretely, the following additions were added to the mobile learning logs 

template as used by Vavoula (2005): information regarding SDL (e.g. learning episode), collaborative 

data gathering (e.g. with whom did you interact: peers, instructors, family members), social interactions 

directly related to social options in FutureLearn (e.g. collaborative note taking), individual learning 

options related to FutureLearn (e.g. marking a module as finished). The options related to time 

ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘΣ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƳƻōƛƭŜ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ±ŀǾƻǳƭŀΩǎ ǘŜƳǇƭŀǘŜΦ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ 
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the use of lŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƭƻƎǎΣ ŀƴ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ ǾƻƛŎŜǎ ŀǎ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ 

evidence to understand the FutureLearn MOOC experience.  

3.4.4.3 Semi-structured one-on-one interviews  

While planning both the pilot study and the main study the type of interview was chosen. I considered 

focus group interviews and one-on-one interviews, but decided to choose one-on-one interviews after 

analysing the first data which indicated that certain learners were really not interested in social 

interaction with peers, some participants indicated an aversion to interact with others while others felt 

insecure to get into conversations where they would possibly have nothing to add. This would 

potentially mean that these more individually comfortable participants might not share their thoughts 

in a group interview. Furthermore, the focus group is a group depth interview; it runs on group 

dynamics and the group, not the constituent individuals. The one-on-one individual interview focuses 

on a single individual at a time allowing individual insights to be shared with the interviewer (DiCicco-

Bloom & Crabtree, 2006), which seemed a better fit for this study. After having chosen the one-on-one 

interviews a selection needed to be made on using either open or semi-structured interviews. Semi-

structured interviews make use of pre-set questions to start the interview, while picking up interview 

topics of interest based on what the individual interviewees provide during the interview (Mertens, 

2014). The decision to use semi-structured interviews came from the need to allow a more in-depth 

understanding of some of the ideas or actions that were written in the learning logs. By using semi-

structured interviews it was easier to stay in close contact with some of the emerging data from the 

learning logs and get access to the meaning behind the data from the learning logs. 

17 of the semi-structured one-on-one interviews were recorded in Skype, while two one-on-one 

interviews were exchanged between myself and the research participants in written form using email 

conversations. These interviews focused on the overall learner experience and SDL in one of the 
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FutureLearn courses. The questions for the semi-structured one-on-one interviews are presented in 

appendix 14. 

3.5 Grounded Theory for analysing the research 

As mentioned in section 3.1, the analysis of this study needed to enable exploration, and it needed to 

allow enough flexibility allowing the data from the participants to give rise to theory. A conceptual 

framework that would allow other researchers and online facilitators to stimulate, design, or at least 

understand the major influencing factors of SDL in FutureLearn courses within a context broader than 

the courses themselves.  First an overview is given of the data analysis software which was used for the 

main study. After that an overview of the chosen GT data analysis approach is given.  

3.5.1 DeDoose analysis software 

All of the data that was collected was inserted in the DeDoose (dedoose.com) data analysis software. 

This software was used to analyse the main study. Figure 4 provides a screenshot of the DeDoose user 

interface. The DeDoose software is a cross-platform application for analysing qualitative and mixed 

methods research with text, photos, audio, videos and spreadsheet data. The DeDoose software was 

chosen based on two reasons: prior experience and good features. I had successfully used DeDoose in 

the past while being part of an international, multi-member research team that analysed data coming 

from tweets used during MobiMOOC in 2012. The software and its features were built by embedding 

the experiences and demands of active social-science researchers using psychological and 

anthropological research methods. In the beginning of 2015 they got Mimi Ito and the Digital Media 

and Learning team from the University of California involved to integrate new useful social science 

features into the program (e.g. flexible memoing features). The software also has a wide array of mixed 
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media options and it offers multiple interactive visualisations which add clarity during the different 

stages of analysing data.  

 

Figure 4. Screenshot of DeDoose data analysis software 

3.5.2 Data analysis from pilot to main study 

Although a GT approach was used for both the pilot and the main study, there was a theoretical 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ D¢ ƴǳŀƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ōƻǘƘ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ Ǉƛƭƻǘ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ƻǳǘ ŦǊƻƳ DƭŀǎŜǊΩǎ D¢ (1992), and 

ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ƻǳǘ ŦǊƻƳ {ǘǊŀǳǎǎ ŀƴŘ /ƻǊōƛƴΩǎ D¢ (1990). Once the main study was rolled out, 

the constructing GT approach as described by Charmaz (2014) was used to analyse the data. Grounded 

Theory was selected to plan the study and the data analysis. Glaser and Strauss (1967) introduced 

Grounded Theory. They emphasized that the researcher should start from a blank canvas or an open 

mind to investigate new research. Although SDL in FutureLearn courses is a new research area, it is not 

without its influences coming from neighbouring fields of interest which affect the research of this 

study. Additionally, my background as a professional having been involved in online and mobile learning 

projects also risked influencing the interpretation of data. The pilot study was organized to embrace 

ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ Ψŀƴ ƻǇŜƴ ƳƛƴŘΩ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΣ ŀǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ōȅ DƭŀǎŜǊ όмффнύ, while the main study 
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follows the Strauss & Corbin (1990) approach to data analysis that takes theory into account while 

analysing data. At the time the main study was organized I was more aware of useful online learning 

theories influencing this study, which made it less possible to keep an open mind with regard to theory.  

3.5.3 Grounded Theory method for framing the data analysis 

In quantitative research, time is spent reviewing the literature and planning details of all stages of the 

research process, but in qualitative research ς and specifically Grounded Theory (GT) - there is a need 

to start gathering data in order to formulate on-going plans and, perhaps, to propose new research 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΦ ά/ƻŘƛƴƎΣ ƛƴ DǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅΣ ƛǎ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ǳǎŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ 

also much more. In Grounded Theory, its level of development and specificity clearly distinguishes it 

ŦǊƻƳ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎέ ό²ŀƭƪŜǊ ϧ aȅǊƛŎƪΣ нллсΣ p. ррлύΦ Lƴ D¢ ŎƻŘƛƴƎ ƛǎ άǘƘŜ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ 

ŀƴŀƭȅǘƛŎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǳǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊέ ό{ǘǊŀǳǎǎ & CorbinΣ мффлΣ ǇΦ мнύΦ ²ŀƭƪŜǊ ŀƴŘ aȅǊƛŎƪ ǎŀȅ άƛǘ ƛǎ 

whŀǘ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ Řŀǘŀ ŦǊƻƳ ǘǊŀƴǎŎǊƛǇǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƻǊȅέ όǇΦ ррлύ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 

ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΦ !ǎ ǎǳŎƘ άD¢ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ 

premised on the inductive generation of theory deriveŘ ŦǊƻƳ Řŀǘŀέ ό²ŀƭƪŜǊ ϧ aȅǊƛŎƪΣ нллсΣ p. 556). 

GT offers a lot of depth to a qualitative researcher due to its horizontal implementation across different 

fields, its scientific strength coming out of academic debates, and the models offered to GT researchers 

to select from.  

Grounded Theory combines the depth and richness of qualitative interpretive traditions with the logic, 

rigor and systematic analysis inherent in quantitative survey research (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & Strauss, 

1967). In an early account by DƭŀǎŜǊ ŀƴŘ {ǘǊŀǳǎǎ όмфстύ ǘƘŜȅ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ Ǝƻŀƭ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊ 

ŀ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ ƎǊŀōΣ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ŧƛǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǘŀΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘέ όǇΦ рпуύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǉǳŜǎǘ ǘƻ 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǇǳǎƘŜŘ D¢ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘΦ άDǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅ ǎŜǊǾŜǎ ŀǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ learn about the 

ǿƻǊƭŘǎ ǿŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ŦƻǊ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƳέ ό/ƘŀǊƳŀȊΣ нллсΣ ǇΦ млύΦ 
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/ƘŀǊƳŀȊ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ άŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ƻǳǊ ƎǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƻǳǊ Ǉŀǎǘ ŀƴŘ 

present involvements and interactions with ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎέ όǇΦ млύΦ ¢ƘŜ 

mention of constructing theory and relating it to interactions was crucial for selecting GT as a method, 

and Charmaz (2006) as a guide for using the method, as will be explained after first elaborating on the 

choice of using either the Glaser or the Strauss method for the pilot and the main study.   

3.5.4 Glaser versus Strauss 

GT was first mentioned in a joint publication by Glaser and Strauss (1967). Since then GT has been 

debated, researched, implemented and criticized by many. The most interesting debate comes from 

both its originators. Soon after their collaborative publication Glaser and Strauss each started to 

conceive his own view of GT with different methodologies, instruments and philosophies, resulting in 

academic debates. As such, GT harbours a variety of methods which are based upon its first principles 

described by Glaser and Strauss (1967), yet have evolved over time based on differences in opinion on 

validity, process and instruments. Because of this diversity within the GT, it is important to clarify which 

GT methodology was chosen for the pilot and the main study, and why. In the following section the 

rationale behind the chosen GT method will be described.  

The debate between what Walker and Myrick (2006) called the Glaserian and Straussian versions of 

DǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅΣ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ǊƻƭŜΣ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 

relation to the procedures used within the data analysis process. In addition, the review of literature 

related to any research also gave rise to a debate between Glaser and Strauss, where Glaser proposes 

that the researcher should go in with an open mind and not be driven by theory or literature, and 

Strauss allows the researcher to bring in theories and concepts coming from literature.   
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3.5.4.1 The coding difference: constant comparing versus three-step method approach 

The most distinctive difference in types of GT approaches lies in the data analysis, which is also at the 

core of the Glaser-Strauss debate according to Walker and Myrick (2006). Walker and Myrick define 

the GT analysis process as a simple and complex, methodical and creative, rigorous and laissez-faire 

process in which the researcher engages to generate theory from the data. While comparing the Glaser 

ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ {ǘǊŀǳǎǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘΣ ²ŀƭƪŜǊ ŀƴŘ aȅǊƛŎƪ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜ ŜǎǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ DƭŀǎŜǊΩǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ŀǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿǎΥ  

GlaseǊ όмффнύ Ƙŀǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŎƻŘƛƴƎ ŀǎ άŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛȊƛƴƎ Řŀǘŀ ōȅ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴ ƻŦ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ 

ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘέ όǇΦ оуύΦ IŜ Ƙŀǎ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ŀǎ 

the method of coding data, suggesting that it involves two simple analytic procedures aimed at creating 

categories and their properties. In the first procedure, the analyst makes comparisons of incident to 

incident to generate categories and then compares new incidents to the categories. The second 

procedure, or the making of comparisons of incident to concept, requires the analyst to examine the 

Řŀǘŀ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƴŜǳǘǊŀƭ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎΣ ά²Ƙŀǘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ŘƻŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜΚέ όDƭŀǎŜǊΣ 

1978, p. 57). These two procedures, together with the use of memos that ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎǘΩǎ ƛŘŜŀǎ 

as coding proceeds, and theoretical sorting, which organizes the data and the memos, are the essence 

ƻŦ DƭŀǎŜǊΩǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ όǇΦ ррмύ 

Starting from the Glaser approach appealed to me, because it provided an open view towards the data 

from the pilot study, it allowed ideas to come from the data as a first distinctive action before relating 

it to specific theory, and it allowed memos to intertwine with the findings.  

DƭŀǎŜǊΩǎ όмффнύ ŎǊƛǘƛŎs asked: at what point, in employment of procedures, does the researcher actually 

step away from what does exist and begin imposing preconceived frameworks on the data? More 

specifically, should properties be dimensionalized during open coding, the first stage of the process, or 

is this best left for later, when the data can speak clearly to this issue and the dimensions can emerge 
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rather than be imposed? (Walker & Myrick, 2006, p. 552). This stands in contrast with the coding as 

proposed by Strauss, which is relying on a different coding paradigm. Strauss and Corbin (1990) suggest 

a three step process for coding: open, axial and selective coding. This is an important addition to the 

ƻǇŜƴ ŎƻŘƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ƻǇŜƴ ŎƻŘƛƴƎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άŀƴŀƭȅǘƛŎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

concepts are identified aƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀέ ό{ǘǊŀǳǎǎ ϧ 

Corbin, 1990, p. 101). Walker and Myrick (2006) see the reference to dimensions as the key difference: 

ά{ǘǊŀǳǎǎ ŀƴŘ /ƻǊōƛƴ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴŀƭƛȊƛƴƎ ŀ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅΩǎ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘƛŜǎ όƛΦŜΦΣ ǘƘŜ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴ ΨǎƘƻǊǘ ǘƻ 

ƭƻƴƎΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ƻŦ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜύ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻǊŜ ǘŀǎƪΦ ¢ƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŀ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 

categories, the analyst must develop the category in terms of its properties and the dimensions of the 

ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘƛŜǎέ όǇΦ ррнύΦ  

However, I agree with the critique of Glaser (1992) formulated ƻƴ ŀŘŘƛƴƎ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴǎΥ άƻƴŎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŦƻǊƳ 

of forced coding starts, the Grounded Theory is usually lost, because the analyst is led far away from 

ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜέ όǇΦ птύΦ Lƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ Ŝxploratory nature of the study from the start, it was 

clear that the Glaser method with its decreased risk of losing relevant data due to assumptions, needed 

to be used for the pilot study. Once an initial exploration of the new phenomenon had been made and 

certain key findings were proven (e.g. the fact that SDL took place in FutureLearn courses, influencing 

factors of SDL, overarching categories that have an impact on SDL), the Strauss and Corbin (1990) 

approach could be followed. By postponing the act of relating dimensions to the codes until the main 

study, the researcher hoped that the iterations of the coding process would allow a more open 

comparison and analysis of the data.   

3.5.4.2 To read or not to read literature extensively 

Another difference between the GT approach used for the pilot study and the main study was the use 

ƻŦ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜΣ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪǎΦ CƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ǉƛƭƻǘ ǎǘǳŘȅ L ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ DƭŀǎŜǊΩǎ ƻǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀƭƭƻǿ 
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themes to emerge from data without the analysis being coloured too intensely by theories from 

surrounding fields of interest. In the case of the pilot study there was only a small and limited literature 

relating to MOOC learning experience, and no literature related to FutureLearn as the platform was 

just launched. But although I did strive for an open mind related to theories surrounding the field, I did 

have personal assumptions that were assimilated over the years as an online and mobile learning 

practitioner, and which had been coloured by underlying theories. This impossibility to attain a blank 

mind as a researcher is also a challenge of the Glaser method. One cannot make a mind blank, there is 

always an assumption.  

For the pilot study, the best GT option would be one that allowed my experiences to be made 

transparent through the research process by means of memoing, in order to make explicit those choices 

or coding that came forward from those past experiences, which in turn resulted in first findings. 

άDƭŀǎŜǊ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ Ǉroblem area and reading very 

wide to alert or sensitise one to a wide range of possibilities; learning not to know is crucial to 

ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǘƻ Řŀǘŀέ όIŜŀǘƘ ϧ /ƻǿƭŜȅΣ нллпΣ ǇΦ мпмύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŦƛǘǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ǉƛƭƻǘ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ŀǎ 

there are multiple educational fields and resulting theories that might influence the topic investigated 

in the pilot study. However, it was crucial to keep an open mind to feel the sensitive emergences that 

came from the pilot study data. A more focused reading would only occur once an emergent theory 

was developed to allow the literature to be used as additional data (Hickey, 1997), in this case during 

the main study analysis.  

3.5.4.3 Additional coding tools 

Glaser has identified many theoretical codes and theoretical coding families that can emerge in 

Grounded Theory: 18 in Theoretical Sensitivity (Glaser, 1978), 9 in Doing Grounded Theory (Glaser, 

1998), and 23 in Theoretical Coding (Glaser, 2005). However, Glaser has been adamant that there are 
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potentially many more theoretical codes that might emerge in GT research; therefore, the theoretical 

codes do not comprise an exhaustive list (Hernandez, 2009, par. 4). During the pilot study, no 

theoretical codes were used as a way to reflect on potential deeper meaning for emerging categories, 

as I felt that this would risk fixing emerging data in confined spaces of meaning. I concur with Strauss 

& Corbin (1998) who noted that it is better to avoid restricting conditions when analysing a topic and 

enable a conditional matrix that allows conditions between categories to progressively emerge. Setting 

up a conditional matrix was useful for this study, as it allowed this deeper level of understanding to 

take place. The relationships between the categories emerging from the data were also key to 

constructing a theory or a framework that would visualize the relationship of all SDL factors as learners 

engaged in FutureLearn courses. As such a  visual representation that depicts a simplified version of 

the findings is added to section 7.6 of the findings chapter.  

3.5.5 wŀǘƛƻƴŀƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǳǎƛƴƎ /ƘŀǊƳŀȊΩǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾƛǎǘ D¢ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ  

Charmaz (2006, 2014) builds further on the GT approaches of Glaser, as well as Strauss and Corbin. In 

her application of GT, she suggests constructing a GT based upon data iterations which relate to the GT 

of Strauss and Corbin (1998), and also to keeping an open mind while coding as mentioned by Glaser 

όмффуύΦ ά¢ƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŀ ƳǳƭǘƛŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ 

insight into the ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀǊŜŀΣ Ƙƻǿ ŀǘǘǳƴŜŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴǳŀƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ 

words and actions, their ability to reconstruct meaning from the data generated with the participant, 

ŀƴŘ ŀ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǘƛƴŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎƴΩǘέ όaƛlls, Francis & Bonner, 2008, p. 28). 

¢Ƙƛǎ ƭŜŀŘǎ ǘƻ /ƘŀǊƳŀȊΣ ǿƘƻ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜǎ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾƛǎǘ D¢ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ άŘŀǘŀ Řƻ ƴƻǘ 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ǿƛƴŘƻǿ ƻƴ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅΦ wŀǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ΨŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘΩ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ŀǊƛǎŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ 

temporal, culturalΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎέ ό/ƘŀǊƳŀȊΣ нлллΣ ǇΦ рнпύΦ L ŦŜƭǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ 

heavily by cultural and structural contexts, pedagogical elements and infrastructural options, and as 
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such finding a methodology that parallels this reality felt like the best option to use for exploring this 

study ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ŘŀǘŀΦ /ƘŀǊƳŀȊ όнллсύ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎ ŦǊƻƳ D¢Φ άCƻǊ 

constructivist, ƎǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŜƻǊƛǎǘǎ /ƘŀǊƳŀȊΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǘŀΣ 

and rendering particƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǊŜŀŘŀōƭŜ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎέ όaƛƭƭǎΣ CǊŀƴŎƛǎ & 

Bonner, 2008, p. 32). Charmaz gives a more active role to the interpretation by the researcher, making 

the researcher a part of the co-construction of experience and meaning. This relates to Strauss and 

/ƻǊōƛƴ όмффуύΥ άΧŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǇƭŀȅ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŀǘŀΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ōƻǘƘ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǊǘέ όǇΦ 

13). 

3.5.6 /ƘŀǊƳŀȊΩǎ guidelines followed during the data analysis of the study 

/ƘŀǊƳŀȊΩǎ (2006, 2014) guidelines on constructing GT were used to plan the data analysis of this 

investigation, both for the pilot and the main study. She proposes to gather rich data, use memoing 

throughout a study, and look for shared meaning and validity when interpreting the data.  

3.5.6.1 Gathering rich data: choosing an approach for data-gathering 

Charmaz (2006) recommends placing the rich - detailed and full - data in their relevant situational and 

social contexts. In order to ensure this, these data that were collected were used in full detail (i.e. using 

full answers) and tagged (e.g. learning log, pre-course) for their origin before the data analysis was 

started. This was important to follow shifts within the learner group from learning expectations, across 

learning experiences to learning reflections. A word cloud consisting of different codes that emerged 

during the data analysis phase is shown in figure 5. 
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Figure 5. A DeDoose word cloud visualizing codes 

 άDŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ǊƛŎƘ Řŀǘŀ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ǎƻƭƛŘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎέ ό/ƘŀǊƳŀȊΣ нллсΣ ǇΦ мпύΦ 

The method for data analysis must be seen as a tool (Charmaz, 2006), and it is how the researcher uses 

that tool or tools that matters. However, how you collect data affects which phenomena will be seen, 

and some research problems might indicate the need to use several combined or sequential 

approaches (Charmaz, 2006). As a researcher I acknowledge that there is a subjective part in the results 

coming out of this project, due to choices based on a selective view of myself: which methods are 

chosen, which data is kept as evidence for certain learning experiences, what meaning I think is behind 

the shared data and so on. It is by making these choices/rationales as clear as possible throughout this 

study that I hoped to create an objective account of the subjective choices.  

3.5.6.2 Shared meaning and validity 

An interesting consideration is that data shared by the participants have a subjective side to them as 

mentioned by Charmaz (2014), where people construct texts for specific purposes and they do so within 
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social, economic, historical, cultural, and situational contexts (p. 35). Prior (2003) mentioned that texts 

[or any data] do not stand as objective facts although they often represent what their authors assumed 

were objective parts. Before information is shared, the person sharing it makes decisions on what is 

important, relevant, comfortable for sharing or not. Additionally, it cannot be assumed that the 

recipient of a piece of information constructs the same interpretation as the sender. There will always 

be a difference in understanding. To limit personal interpretations, it is important to establish a way to 

attempt to reconcile these differences and to move towards shared meaning. In the main study this 

shared meaning was sought by providing the first findings to the learners that took part in the study, 

allowing those who volunteered to provide feedback on the draft results to adjust possible meanings 

towards a shared meaning. The fact that the experiences come from different people, yet within a 

similar learning context, helps to get close to a shared experience, or a consistent interpretation of the 

shared meaning. In the end only two participants from the main study provided feedback on the 

birdseye view of the first findings. Their feedback on the chosen categories and findings was positive, 

with side remarks on the differences between their own learning experience and those that were 

described in the findings (e.g. one participant reflected on the individual and social learning preferences 

and he mentioned explicitly how much he learned from interacting with others, but that he had to learn 

how to do it).  

3.5.6.3 Memoing 

During the planning phase of both the pilot and the main study I kept notes to keep track of possible 

assumptions with regard to this study by memoing. The memoing allowed a transparent, and vigilant, 

view on my own perceptions on SDL in MOOCs, as it allowed a self-reflective process to become 

apparent, providing more transparency to the actual interpretation of the data (Creswell, 2005). This 

memoing process was planned from the start and was performed throughout the research. In the first 
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instance, the memos described possible assumptions I might have regarding any of the data. Once the 

first data iterations were taking place, the memoing became instrumental to describe potential 

causalities between different categories (see figure 6).  

 

Figure 6. Screenshot of the memos that were written during data iterations in DeDoose 

Reflective memoing 

During the pilot and the main study, I first kept a paper notebook which I later replaced by typing 

ƳŜƳƻΩǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƛƴ 5Ŝ5ƻƻǎŜ ŀǎ L ǿŀǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǘŀΦ During the study, I added notes related to my 

research assumptions, how I felt conducting the research, and how I interpreted ƛǘΦ Lƴ Ƴȅ ƳŜƳƻΩǎ L 

tried to keep on top of ideas that could be interpreted based on prior knowledge (e.g. mobile learning 

assumptions). I also tried to avoid emotional interpretation of the data as this could steer me away 

from neutrality towards the data (e.g. people having explicit opinions about social learning), clarify 

personal value systems which might hinder an objective interpretation of the data (e.g. I believe that 

technology supports learning more than it hinders it), and identify potential conflict in interpreting the 

data based on assumed gatekeepersΩ interests (e.g. facilitators and the negative evaluation of their 

content or guidance as interpreted by the learners).   


























































































































































































































































































































































































































