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How will you 

describe the 

discussion in 

FutureLearn?



What are the 
characteristics of 
conversations
occurring in the 
FutureLearn 
discussions?

Research Question 1





Laurillard’s Conversational Framework 

Learnersthemselves

Teachers

Peers

Practice Environment

Learning materials

Shared medium



Are there 
different groups 
of social 
learners with 
distinctive 
commenting 
behaviours?

Research Question 2



Comments



Categorizing Comments

●Initiating posts: New posts that receive replies
●Lone posts: New posts that receive no replies

Comments underneath an initiating post
●Replies: Replies to others’ initiating post 
●Responses: Responses to others’ replies to one’s own initiating 

post
●Further replies: Further replies under an initiating post that one 

has already replied to, i.e., the learners replied more than one time 
under an initiating post. 



Initiating posts         vs.          Lone posts



Categorizing Comments

Comments underneath an initiating post

●Responses: Responses to others’ replies to one’s own initiating 

post

●Replies: Replies to others’ initiating post 

●Further replies: Further replies under an initiating post that one 

has already replied to, i.e., the learners replied more than one time 

under an initiating post. 



Turns:

Responses

Replies

Further Replies

Initiating Post

Replies

Responses

Replies

Replies

Further Replies

Replies

Further Replies

Further Replies

Replies



Categorizing Comments

●Initiating posts: New posts that receive replies
●Lone posts: New posts that receive no replies

Comments underneath an initiating post
●Replies: Replies to others’ initiating post 
●Responses: Responses to others’ replies to one’s own initiating 

post
●Further replies: Further replies under an initiating post that one 

has already replied to, i.e., the learners replied more than one time 
under an initiating post. 



Dynamics in online discussions

●How learners achieve their conversation goals in the discussion, 

while being constrained by the technological affordances of 

computer-mediated communication (Herring, 2007)

●Do learners just post rather than replying to others’ post?

●Do learners respond to others’ reply to their comments, i.e., is there 

any turn-takings?



Using this categorization to examine:

● RQ1: What are the characteristics 

of conversations occurring in the 

FutureLearn discussions?

• 5 Types of Comments
• Initiating posts

• Lone posts

• Replies

• Responses

• Further replies

Conversations

Social Learners
● RQ2: Are there different groups of 

social learners with distinctive 

commenting behaviours?



MOOC in this study

● Week 1: Inequality Explained

● Week 2: Pension

● Week 3: Housing

● Week 4: Individual and Collective Action

This free online course will explore the 

growing concerns surrounding rising 

inequalities in income and wealth in 

developed countries. 



Social Learners and Comments

Course

Week

Social Learners Comments

Week 1 520 2814

Week 2 370 2972

Week 3 294 2278

Week 4 270 2332

• 641 (33%) Social 
Learners out of 1956 
learners

• 176 contributed every 
week

• 414 completed at least 
50% of the course steps

• 223 contributed at least 
10 comments

10396



5 types of 

Comments

Types Number of 

Comments

%

Initiating

Posts

1868 18%

Lone Posts 2651 26%

Replies 4113 40%

Responses 718 7%

Further

Replies

1046 10%

Total 10396 100%



Distribution of different comment types 

in each steps

Step Initiating 
post

Lone 
post

Replies ResponsesFurther 
replies

Total Unique 
learner

1 54 87 98 30 22 291 168
2 11 44 22 4 2 83 63
3 28 25 70 19 22 164 85
4 21 25 54 13 20 133 76
5 7 16 22 2 3 50 37
6 22 26 61 4 12 125 78
7 47 60 112 21 21 261 144
8 79 135 152 29 41 436 271
9 17 17 33 6 1 74 55



Conversations
Nature of the conversations Number %

Only 1 reply 714 38%

More than 5 turns 254 14%

More than 10 turns 74 4%

At least 20 turns 15 1%

Initiator's responses, i.e., 

repeated occurrence of the initiator

473 25%

Further replies, i.e., repeated

occurrence of replying learners

434 23%

Both initiator's responses and

further replies from others

210 11%

More than 5 unique learners 97 5%

More than 10 unique learners 12 1%

Turn-

taking

Diversity



Only 1 reply



Conversations
Nature of the conversations Number %

Only 1 reply 714 38%

More than 5 turns 254 14%

More than 10 turns 74 4%

At least 20 turns 15 1%

Initiator's responses, i.e., 

repeated occurrence of the initiator

473 25%

Further replies, i.e., repeated

occurrence of replying learners

434 23%

Both initiator's responses and

further replies from others

210 11%

More than 5 unique learners 97 5%

More than 10 unique learners 12 1%

Turn-

taking

Diversity



The longest conversation was started 

by…
was bemused by the cartoon at the beinning...ok so you may not like what i write but noticed 

the 'rich' family had one child and the 'poor' had two...is this part of the inequality in society 

that some and i repeat some people have children they cannot afford but expect someone to 

pick up the tab by having more benefits such as tax credits child benefit needing larger 

houses etc ..it is just a question..family and friends who have more children are generally 

poorer 

~Diana Hunter

13 responses

~25 further replies, contributed by 6 learners

~13 replies = 13 unique learners

=51 turns



21 turns,

but

without the 

initiator’s 

response

● 9 replies

● 12 further replies (6 learners)



Conversations
Nature of the conversations Number %

Only 1 reply 714 38%

More than 5 turns 254 14%

More than 10 turns 74 4%

At least 20 turns 15 1%

Initiator's responses, i.e., 

repeated occurrence of the initiator

473 25%

Further replies, i.e., repeated

occurrence of replying learners

434 23%

Both initiator's responses and

further replies from others

210 11%

More than 5 unique learners 97 5%

More than 10 unique learners 12 1%

Turn-

taking

Diversity



Conversations with 10 unique learners, each 

contributing once, and initiator responding once



Conversations

Conversation Replies Further 

replies

Responses Total

4290436 10 11 9 30

4290717 8 12 2 22

4292020 7 16 0 23

4293776 11 9 0 20

4352189 7 15 1 23

4357380 12 10 0 22

4357488 8 9 4 21

4365989 5 15 10 30

4374103 5 9 12 26



Social Learners

● Count of their contribution of 5 types of comments

● Weekly count

● Likes and replies received

● Proportion between Post/Replies

● Contribution of 5 types of comments (Yes/No)

● Permutation and combination: 25 =32

● Whether they receive replies for their post or their replies to others’ post



Social Learners
Learner 
ID

Initiating 
Post

Lone Post Replies Further 
Replies

Responses Replies 
Received

Total 
Contribution

Likes 
received

Step 
Commented

Completed 
Step

Categories

2647
12eb

0 6 1 0 0 0 7 0 5 14 Loner

00ce
83ce

10 4 8 3 5 39 30 66 19 70 Active social 
learner

3070
ed9b

4 6 9 0 0 28 19 49 18 104 Social learner 
without turn 
taking

293c
df1b

4 7 0 0 0 6 11 17 11 103 Initiator

310a
aa2b

5 7 0 0 2 9 14 11 12 103 Initiator who
responded

ed1c
3617

0 0 14 4 0 15 19 9 11 39 Interlocutor

6c08
915c

0 3 32 8 0 107 43 69 25 103 Reluctant 
active social 
learner



Social Learners

Groups Distinctive Features # >10

comments

Every

Week

Loners Never received replies 165 3 3

Active social 

learners

Initiated posts, replied to others, and turn-

taking (responded or further replied)

181 151 122

Initiators Never replied or responded 114 8 11

Initiators who 

responded

Never replied but responded to others'

replies

37 9 5

Interlocutors Only replied to others (some further

replies)

40 3 0

Social learners 

without turn 

taking

Initiated posts and replied to others only.

Never engaged in turn-taking (Never

responded and further replied)

98 30 30

Reluctant active 

social learners

Created lone posts, replied to others,

further replied

6 4 4



Loner

Lone Posts Like Time from 

1st post

Time to 

last post

i think , inequalities in personal finance always the problem for decades 0 188 398

i have agreed with Dr Wilkinson , nice research 
0 179 423

good to refresh cycle of income 
0 151 740

i am interested to know what is ongoing finance problems and how to deal with them  
0 184 150

i paid , tax , unemployment insurance and pension from my salaries, how it would effect me if i will no longer live before i would able to 
use them . 

0 184 301

The map is good guide to know wealth and good to know that GDP is flow not wealth 
1 179 166

in my  country Finland  everyone has right of minimum level income whatever   he/she work or not 
0 174 407

i agreed x3
0

i am single and not thinking to buy a house as far as i am single but for my family kinds and wife i prefer to buy a own house to provide 
them better environment and security .i myself grow up in my parents home and they owned that house since i were born. as compare 
to rent or mortgage i myself prefer to mortgage a house it is kind a saving and also inflation adjusted itself in fact usually , we can profit 
in the end mortgage a house in term of money.  

0

213 413
according to my observation after seen the chat above in the country there is no social security or housing allowance support available 
people prefer to buy own house and other countries where housing allowance support available people prefer to rent a house. 0

102 369

Reply

I have agreed with your opinion 
0

● shahzad anwar,13 lone posts, 1 reply



Initiators

●2 contributed 90 posts each
● 31 initiating posts and 59 lone posts

● 8 initiating posts 82 lone posts

●1 contributed 67 posts, responded once
● 26 initiating posts and 40 lone posts

● “Virtual classmates” “online classmates”

Initiators who responded



Initiator



What next?

●5 types of comments, what are the differences in terms of content or 

linguistic features?

●How best to understand conversations?

●Other than the types of comments, are the different groups of social 

learners also differ in their content, strategies and experience?

●Discussion Analytics


