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Short summary: 
MOOC completion rates show a consistent pattern, averaging 12% with a 
number of factors being correlated, and learning design analysis reveals different 
patterns of MOOC usage of resources. 
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Research Questions 
 

1. What are the completion rates for MOOCs? 
2. Have these completion rates varied over time? 
3. What factors might affect completion rate? 
4. What technologies are favoured by the two types of MOOCs? 
5. What pedagogies are used on different types of MOOC? 

 

Findings	  
Summary of results 
 
There are two elements to the project: completion rates analysis and learning 
design analysis 
Completion rates results: 
 
This analysis is based upon enrolment and completion data collected for a total 
of 221 MOOCs, including centralised and decentralised courses from a range of 
MOOC providers. 
 
Completion rates (defined as the percentage of enrolled students who completed 
the course) vary from 0.7% to 52.1%, with a median value of 12.6%. Note that 
there are a variety of definitions of ‘course completion’ in use. 



 
Some sources prefer to define completion rate in terms of the percentage of 
‘active users’ who complete rather than out of the total enrolment. However, there 
is a statistically significant relationship between total enrolment and active users 
– active users being approximately 60% of the total enrolment. Given this 
consistent relationship and the greater availability of data in terms of percentage 
of total enrolment, this is the measure which has been used for comparison here. 
 
Rates of active use and assessment submission across the course of a MOOC, 
revealed that Weeks 1 to 2 appear to be critical in achieving student engagement, 
after which point the proportion of active students and those submitting 
assessments levels out, with less than 3% difference between them.  
	  
The number of MOOC courses available has increased over time. As a result, 
there is a statistically significant negative correlation between the number of 
students enrolled on individual courses and time, while there is a statistically 
significant positive correlation between completion and time. So over time, 
enrolments on MOOCs have fallen while completion rates have increased. 
 
Learning design analysis 
 
Learning design is an approach to bring design thinking to course production. At 
the Open University there is a Learning Design project which works with course 
teams to provide tools that help this process. Two of the main tools used at the 
Open University are the Module Map and the Activity Planner. The Module Map 
details the resources required to deliver a course. The Activity Planner requires 
educators to think about the activities that learners will undertake and categorise 
them under 6 different categories. 
 
This project took these two tools and applied them to a range of MOOCs. The 
intention was to see if patterns of learning design emerged from different 
MOOCs, using these representations. This project also had a separate strand 
examining completion rate data of MOOCs, which has been conducted by Katy 
Jordan. The Learning Designs were created by Martin Weller, Sheila MacNeill & 
Hannah Gore. 
 
14 Module Map representations were created, using the following process: 
 

• A range of MOOCs were selected to cover the major MOOC platforms, 
and different MOOC types (xMOOCs and cMOOCs). 

• The researcher registered for MOOCs based on subject and availability 
over the time period. 



• The researcher logged all resources used in the MOOC, classifying them 
under their main use according to the categories: Guidance and support; 
Content; Demonstration & reflection; Communication. 

• This data was represented using infogr.am to give two main views: The 
resource type (number of resources of each type eg video, text, etc) and 
resource function (number of resources under each of the categories). 

The following MOOCs were mapped using this process: 
• Udacity Introduction to Psychology 
• Udacity Introduction to Statistics 
• University of Amsterdam Communication Science 
• Coursera Elearning and Digital Cultures 
• Coursera Social Network Analysis 
• Coursera Neuroethics 
• EdX Globalisation Winners and Losers 
• FutureLearn Ecosystems 
• FutureLearn Fairness and Nature 
• JISC/OU Learning Design 
• LAK Learning Analytics 
• Open2Study User Experience in Web Design 
• OU Openness in Education 
• University Mary Washington DS106 

 
 
Conclusions 
 
A number of factors affect completion rates in MOOCs. From the different MOOC 
providers Open2Study had significantly improved completion rates. This may 
indicate that short courses are more effective. Completion rates vary significantly 
according to platform (although sample sizes vary greatly), number of students 
enrolled (larger courses having lower percentage completion) and assessment 
type (courses using auto grading only having higher completion rates). 
Factors which did not exhibit significant differences include whether courses are 
centralised or decentralised in nature (note variety in sample sizes) and 
university scores (which are used as the basis for the Times Higher Education 
World University Rankings). 
 
The Learning Design mappings provide a useful ‘at a glance’ view of a MOOC, 
and allow for categorization of MOOCs by approach, similar to that of food 
labeling. This work emphasizes that there are many different types of MOOCs, 
fulfilling different functions for different audiences. By having shared 
representations of these it becomes possible for learners and MOOC designers 
to ask “what sort of MOOC do I want this to be?” 



 
Dissemination  
Presentation at MRI conference, Dallas, December 2013 
Jordan K (2014) “Exploring co-studied massive open online course subjects via 
social network analysis” submitted to IJET (International journal of emerging 
technologies in learning). 
Blog posts: 
Learning design blog: http://ld.h817open.net/ld1/ 
The Learning Design of MOOCs: 
http://nogoodreason.typepad.co.uk/no_good_reason/2013/12/the-learning-
design-of-moocs.html 
Completion data for MOOCs: 
http://nogoodreason.typepad.co.uk/no_good_reason/2013/12/completion-data-
for-moocs.html 
Design responses to MOOC Completion Rates: 
http://nogoodreason.typepad.co.uk/no_good_reason/2013/12/design-responses-
to-mooc-completion-rates.html 
Redefining MOOC completion rates: 
http://nogoodreason.typepad.co.uk/no_good_reason/2013/12/redefining-mooc-
completion-rates.html 
 
Future Work 
Several areas of future work arise from this limited study: 
 
A more detailed analysis of completion rates particularly addressing factors 
where data was scarce, for example across different MOOC types.  
Demographic analysis – only 13 of the 221 MOOCs studied revealed student 
demographic data, but this offered some potentially interesting findings, for 
example there was a positive correlation between the percentage of female 
students and completion rates 
Producing a set of MOOC learning design templates – this study revealed that 
patterns for MOOC learning design emerge. Further work could be convert these 
into templates to aid MOOC design, and also aid learners in selecting MOOCs by 
their preferred pedagogy. 
Creating MOOC design recommendations – combining the work on analytics and 
learning design to produce robust design guidelines that would maximize 
completion rates and learner satisfaction. 
 
The MOOC learning design work is currently informing an EU Erasmus bid on 
developing MOOCs for industry 
 


