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What do instructors do in MOOC discussion areas and how 
do learners react to them?

1. How are instructors’ contributions to discussions in 
Massive Open Online courses characterised based on the 
Community of Inquiry framework ?
a. To what extent and in what ways do instructors 

contribute to MOOC discussions?
b. How do the level and type of their contributions 

change during a MOOC?

2. To what extent, and in what ways, do learners engage 
with instructors’ contributions?

3. What roles do instructors’ contributions play in learning? 
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Research design

Examined learner-instructor conversations (n=818)

Level (to what extent): Frequency of instructors’ 
contributions (comments)

Type (in what ways): content analysis of conversations 
based on the Community of Inquiry Framework (CoI)
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Community of Inquiry framework 
Describes learning and teaching through three interdependent 
elements:
Cognitive presence:
• focuses on the learning process and learners’ development of 

higher-order thinking through communications
• 4 stages: triggering event, exploration, integration 

and resolution
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Social presence:
• plays a mediating role between cognitive and teaching 

presences 
• creates conditions for free and open communication, and 

allows personal relationships to be developed over time
• while it is socio-emotionally focused, it must be directed 

towards a shared academic goal 
Category Indicator

Personal Communication (AF)
[Affective]

Expression of Emotions 
Use of Humour 
Self-disclosure 

Open Communication (I)
[Interactive]

Asking questions
Quoting from others’ comments/ referencing 
explicitly to others’ comments
Expressing agreement/disagreement
Complimenting and expressing appreciation
Support for communications*

Group Cohesion (CO)
[Cohesive] 

Phatic, salutations, greetings and welcoming 
Vocatives
Group reference 
Course reflection 
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Teaching presence:
• focuses on the design of educational experience before, 

and facilitation of learning during the course and 
represents the leadership aspect of it 

• has 3 constructs: Design and organisation, facilitating 
discourse and direct instruction
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Design is the first step in creating teaching presence and is directed by macro decisions about the learning process. It is an ongoing process and requires adaptations based on learners’ evolving. Facilitation provides support and guidance for learning and is essential in establishing and maintaining social and cognitive presences. The level of facilitation is an important consideration, as too little or too much of it can impede learning. The third element of teaching presence is direct instruction, where more direct guidance is required to provide subject knowledge, diagnose misconceptions or summarise the discussion .This construct requires an instructor’s intellectual and pedagogical leadership, particularly as learners approach the resolution phase of an inquiry process . Facilitation and direction keep the learning discourse from premature convergence and inappropriate divergence (Garrison, 2016). Considering the last two teaching presence constructs, effective teaching presence requires both directive and facilitative activities on the instructor’s behalf





Teaching presence 

Design and Organisation
(DO)

Setting curriculum and communicating assessment methods 
Designing methods
Establishing time parameter
Utilising medium/technology effectively 
Establishing netiquette
Making macro-level comments about course content
Marketing the course and institution*

Facilitating Discourse
(FD)

Identifying Areas of agreement/disagreement
Seeking to reach consensus/ understanding  
Encouraging, acknowledging or reinforcing student contributions 
Setting climate for learning 
Drawing in participants, prompting discussion, presenting follow up topic 
for discussion 
Assessing the efficacy of the process

Direct Instruction
(DI)

Presenting questions
Focusing ( re-focusing) discussion on specific issues
Summarising the discussion
Confirming understanding through assessment and explanatory feedback 
Diagnosing misconceptions 
Supplying clarifying information
Supplying additional information and content *
Making explicit reference to outside material 
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Data overview

n=262 n=251
n=305
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MOOCs Course length Instructors* participants instructor-learner 
conversations

History 3 weeks LEd, 4xEd, 2xM 12,340 666
Business 3 weeks LEd, 3xEd, 7xM 13,618 1,482
Performing
Arts

3 weeks Led, 5xM 3,830 684

*LEd: Lead educator; Ed: Educator; M:Mentor
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An overview of instructors’ contributions 

Goshtasbpour, Swinnerton and Morris (2019:6)
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An overview of instructors’ contributions 

Most learner-instructor conversations are short and 
instructor’s contribution tends to end conversations in most 
cases Instructors’ contributions reduce the potential for 
turn-taking and collaborative activities.
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Instructors’ type of contributions

• Not a balanced level of social and teaching contributions (i.e. 
lower teaching presence)
o lack of enough academic support to get learners through 

the phases of cognitive presence
o the social but not content-related needs of learners are 

mostly met
o a shift in instructors’ roles from academic and leadership 

responsibilities to social facilitation in FL MOOCs

Goshtasbpour, Swinnerton and  Morris (2019:7)
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Teaching contributions 
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Teaching contributions 

• Teaching contributions mainly focus on facilitation 
rather than direct instruction 
• learners’ thinking is mostly supported, but not 

challenged and as a result, learners do not move 
beyond exploration of ideas and reaching higher 
levels of cognitive presence, i.e. integration and 
resolution. 

• Instructors mainly acknowledge learners’ contributions 
or give information. They demand much less!
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Teaching contributions 

• Main teaching strategies for facilitating cognitive 
presence, i.e. focusing discussions, challenging ideas, 
identifying areas of agreement and disagreement and 
creating a summary, appear very weak in instructors’ 
contributions.

learners are not provided with enough opportunities to 
construct meaning collaboratively and confirm a shared 
understanding.
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Social contributions 
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Social contributions 

• High cohesive communications but at an individual 
rather than a group level
• weakens the potential for community formation
• Potentially leads to learners’ disengagement with 

social contributions 
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Summary

• In the majority of cases, an instructor contribution ends 
the conversation and reduces the likelihood of turn-
taking and collaborative activities in discussions.

• Instructors' teaching and social activities in discussions 
have a stronger focus on social aspects of learning. This 
suggests social and academic needs of learners are not 
met equally. 
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Summary

• Instructors’ teaching contributions are mainly 
facilitative. However online teaching is effective when 
instructors’ activities are partly facilitative and partly 
directive (Zhao and Sullivan, 2017). Therefore, it is 
suggested that MOOC instructors consider this balance 
to be able to contribute to learning, or as Joksimović et 
al. (2015) state, learners will not engage deeply with the 
course.
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