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Why do we create MOOCs?



Six Areas for Impacting Reach and Engagement

● Enrollment: What action impacts the registration numbers the most? Is it better 
to allow continuous enrollment or should there be a cutoff date at some point 
while the course is open?

● Course emails: Is it worth sending emails? What content should go in an email? 
What does the research support? 

● Settings: Should the course run as instructor- or self-paced? What is the ideal 
due date for verified track registration?

● Discussion forums: Is the forum tied to a learning outcome? Do the instructor’s 
or peers’ responses make a difference?

● Real-time revision: How does learner feedback impact the course as it runs? 
Can you change the content or a graded question after the course is live? 
What’s fair? 

● Monitoring learners: How engaged are learners and with what content? How is 
a learner who finishes the course quickly or the overall progress of all learners 
informational?



Enrollment: What action impacts the registration numbers the most?



Enrollment: 2020 Pandemic Impact
7.00x Introduction to Biology Enrollment Rates

Paper: Blackwell and Wiltrout, EMOOCs 2021  https://bit.ly/EMOOCS2021  Virginia (Katie) Blackwell

https://bit.ly/EMOOCS2021


What happened on October 31, 2022?



Enrollment: MIT Email on Monday, Oct 31, 2022



Enrollment: MIT Email on Friday, Jan 6, 2023







Enrollment: MIT Email on Thursday, Jan 12, 2023









Course emails: Is it worth sending emails from staff? What content 
should go in an email? What does the research support?



Course emails: Staff emails positively influence clicks to registration page.

7.05x Biochemistry
7.QBWx Quantitative 

Biology Workshop

7.03.2x Genetics 27.03.1x Genetics 1



Course emails: 7.00x Intro Biology email on March 2 increased clicks.



Course emails: Engagement fluctuates. 



Course emails: Research supports instructor emails.

“the weekly intervention (instructor email) had an immediate impact as well as a 
cumulative impact on the final exam completion rate.”



Settings: Run the MOOC as instructor-paced (IP) or self-paced (SP)?



Self-paced (SP) runs

Avello et al. https://bit.ly/MOOCDeliveryMode 

Settings: Evaluated course 
mode

Dr. Monika Avello

https://bit.ly/MOOCDeliveryMode


Settings: SP negatively impacts % of learners who 
explored, completed, and verified but not participated.
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Color Legend: IP runs   SP Runs

14   15     16     16     17     18     19          

SP completers submit problems in a greater range of days than 
IP.
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SP completers submit problems in a fewer total number of days than IP.
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https://bit.ly/MOOCDeliveryMode


Settings: MOOC in SP versus IP mode...

● … did not increase engagement metrics for all 
learners
○ Participating, exploring, completing, verifying
○ Posting to the forum, attempting a problem, watching a video

● … did not increase activity of completers
○ Submitted problems in a greater range of days
○ Submitted problems in fewer total number of days
○ Attempted fewer problems per day

25Avello et al. https://bit.ly/MOOCDeliveryMode 

https://bit.ly/MOOCDeliveryMode


Settings: Does the verification deadline impact engagement?



Settings: IP and verification deadline impact engagement.



Settings: Versus SP and verification still open.



Discussion forums: Do the instructor’s or peers’ responses make a 
difference?



Discussion forums: Do the instructor’s or peers’ responses make a 
difference?



Real-time revision: How does learner feedback impact the course as 
it runs? Can you change the content or a graded question after the 
course is live? What’s fair?



Real-time revision: Use the discussion forum.



Real-time revision: Use the discussion forum.



Real-time revision: Use the discussion forum.



Monitoring learners: How engaged are learners and with what 
content? How is a learner who finishes the course quickly or the 
overall progress of all learners informational?



Key Takeaways
● MOOCs are not all the same!
● Make decisions considering the nuances. 
● Use email strategically. 
● Be present.
● Your decisions and actions do impact reach and 

engagement! 



Thank you! 
Contact me to discuss more: mew27@mit.edu
https://www.linkedin.com/in/mary-ellen-wiltrout

https://lwmoocs-conference.org/ 

Dr. Darcy Gordon Dr. Caitlin Friend (Blank)

mailto:mew27@mit.edu
https://www.linkedin.com/in/mary-ellen-wiltrout
https://lwmoocs-conference.org/


Six Areas for Impacting Reach and Engagement

● Enrollment: What action impacts the registration numbers the most? Is it better 
to allow continuous enrollment or should there be a cutoff date at some point 
while the course is open?

● Course emails: Is it worth sending emails? What content should go in an email? 
What does the research support? 

● Settings: Should the course run as instructor- or self-paced? What is the ideal 
due date for verified track registration?

● Discussion forums: Is the forum tied to a learning outcome? Do the instructor’s 
or peers’ responses make a difference?

● Real-time revision: How does learner feedback impact the course as it runs? 
Can you change the content or a graded question after the course is live? 
What’s fair? 

● Monitoring learners: How engaged are learners and with what content? How is 
a learner who finishes the course quickly or the overall progress of all learners 
informational?



Enrollment



Enrollment: Is it better to allow continuous enrollment or should there be a cutoff 
date at some point while the course is open?








