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Abstract 

 
This paper intends to reveal the results of a study that examines the relationship between the MOOC 

participants demographics and their reasons to take these courses as well as their preferences of the learning 
activities/materials. It is actually a part of a larger study that intended to reach the effective MOOCs design 
principles for Turkish audience. This part of the larger study focused on investigation of the Turkish MOOCs 
participants’ reasons to take these courses and their preferences of the learning activities/materials. Total 754 
learners voluntarily completed the online survey developed to collect data on these reasons and the participants 
demographic characteristics. The results have shown that the learners mostly take these courses to learn more about 
the topics they are interested in. Remarkably, very few participants noted the interaction with others as an 
activity/material they prefer in these courses.  

 
Introduction 

 
The Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) has been one of the major contemporary hot topics in 

education, particularly higher education since the first offering by George Siemens and Stephen Downes in 2008. 
Although they seem transforming into more self-paced, professional development and degree-oriented courses, all 
around the world there is still a big interest in both supply and demand sides (Shah, 2017). Latest figures reveal that 
currently there are more than 8000 MOOC offerings from more than 800 institutions to around 60 million users 
globally.  

The demand, or motives for registration to MOOCs, has been studied over the last 5 years in various 
settings (e.g.; Agarwal, 2012; Kolowich, 2013; Rice, 2013). Studies have shown that the major motives for MOOC 
participants, or MOOCers are curiosity for exploring the developments in the fields of their own personal interests 
(Kay et al, 2013; Seaton at al, 2014), getting a better insight about what they have been doing in their jobs (Wang & 
Baker, 2015), experience online learning, receive a certificate, and development of their professional knowledge and 
skills (Yuan & Powell, 2013), requiring no prior degree or certificate to participate (Vail, 2013), learning how to 
design online courses as well as learning online pedagogy (Blake, 2013), having a course experience with a small or 
no cost (Chen, Barnett, & Stephens, 2013; Wilson et al., 2013), and taking a course from a prestigious institution, 
famous or well-known person (Adamopulos, 2013). On the other hand, although MOOCs are considered as 
destructive innovation, a big majority of them adapts an instructional strategy: basically, consists of videos and 
readings as conveyors of information, limited -usually unmonitored- peer interaction, and some instructor-student 
interaction, quizzes and exams. Alexander and Boud (2016) claimed that didactic traditional teaching strategies have 
often been implemented in ODL courses and pointed to the potential of online learning being lost as a result. Is it 
true for MOOCs? Do the MOOCs usually employ the same didactic traditional teaching? What are the alternative 
instructional strategies that are more suitable to MOOCs and online courses? Does culture, in general and/or 
learning culture (learning habits and attitudes common in a society) has an effect on designing MOOCs? 
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These are among the questions we want to examine in a larger study focusing on investigating design 
principles for MOOCs specifically offered in Turkish. One part of this research project is about learning the Turkish 
MOOCs participants’ reasons to take these courses, their preferences of the learning activities/materials, and 
relationship between these reasons and the learners’ demographic characteristics.     

Method 

Anadolu University has been offering MOOCs in Turkish to mainly Turkish speaking audiences since 
2015. AKADEMA is the name of the platform created to offer these courses. Currently there are around 80 courses, 
about variety of topics including science, sports, fine arts, writing skills, Turkish folk music, playing musical 
instruments, etc., run three times in a year in AKADEMA. This study was conducted with the participants of 
AKADEMA courses. 

In this descriptive study, an online questionnaire was used to collect data. The related part of the 
questionnaire was developed based-on different previous studies about MOOCs participants’ reasons or motives to 
take these courses, such as Milligan & Littlejohn (2017), Neuböck, Kopp, & Ebner (2015). The related part of the 
questionnaire provided a list of reasons (motives) for participants to indicate their reasons to attend the MOOCs and 
asked to indicate the most relevant top 3 reasons for them. It also included a list of activities/materials presented in 
MOOCs and the participants were asked to indicate their level of preference toward these activities/materials. The 
data collection instrument additionally consisted of questions about the learners’ demographics. The other parts of 
the questionnaire included questions about the participants’ evaluations, study habits, future plans to attend, their 
preferences of the topics for future, and so forth.    

The questionnaire was shared with all the AKADEMA learners and kept open during 1 April – 30 May 
2018. Total 754 learners voluntarily completed the online questionnaire from all over the country. Mostly 
descriptive statistics were used to analyze the data. Analyzes about the other parts of the study is still undergoing. 

Findings 

The reporting of the findings is organized according to the research variables (demographic characteristics 
and the participation reasons and preferences) and the cross tabulation of the findings. 

Figure 1 summarizes the age range of the participants. When the table is examined, it is seen that 61.9% of 
the participants are in the 20-39 age range; and 29.8% between in the ages of 40-54. It is interesting to note that the 
percentages of the older (55-73 ages) and the younger (17-19 ages) students are quite low (5.7% older and 2.6% 
youngers). Additionally, as can be seen in the table, there is not a big gap in terms of the gender. Of the 52.3% 
participants were female and 47.7% were male. 

17-19
2%

20-39
62%

40-54
30%

55+
6%

11



 
Figure 1. Demographic information for MOOC participant 

 
Figure 2 presents the detailed data about the MOOC participants’ top three reasons for taking AKADEMA 

courses. As can be observed, the first three statements that the participants considered as relevant, or important 
reason to take these courses, were ‘learning more about the topics they are interested in’ (90 percent), ‘having a 
valid certificate’ (68.5 percent), and ‘earning a credit that may use in a formal degree program’ (68.5 percent).  
 

 
Figure 2. Top 3 reasons to participate AKADEMA MOOCs 

 
On the other hand, figure 3 shows the participant learners’ preferences of the different types of learning 

activities. As can be drawn from the figure, a big majority of the MOOC participants still prefers readings (87.9 
percent) and videos (87.9 percent). Meanwhile the learners indicated lowest preference to the learner-to-learner 
interaction (49.1 percent). Interestingly, synchronous interaction with the instructors was also preferred less than 
others (71.2 percent).   
 

Female
52%

Male
48%

0

50

100

150

200

250

learning more about the topic of
interest

having a certificate earning credits

Not at all Not really Not sure Relevant Highly relevant

12



Figure 3. Learners’ preferences on the learning materials/activities 

Figure 4 gives some details about the top 3 reasons for MOOC participation and gender. One can infer 
easily infer that there is no significant difference between female and male students’ motives. A similar finding was 
observed in the activity/material preferences of the female and male students. A noteworthy difference between 
genders was seen in the preferences of learners on learner-to-instructor interactions. Figure 5 also shows that male 
students are less willing to interact with the instructors either asynchronously or synchronously.  

Figure 4. Gender and the top 3 reasons to participate MOOCs 
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Figure 5. Gender and activity/material preferences 

 
In terms of age groups, a great percent (90.3% relevant and very relevant answers) of those who are 

between in 17-19 ages indicated that the learning more about the topics they are interested in as the top reasons for 
taking AKADEMA MOOCs. Interestingly, all the elderly (55+) students also indicated this reason as the major 
reason for taking these courses. Similar results can be seen for other age groups, too.  
 

Table 1. Age and the top 3 reasons to participate MOOCs (percentages) 
Reason Age Not at all Not really Not sure Relevant Very 

relevant 
Learning more about the 
topic of interest 

17-19 6.7 0 0 20 73.3 

 20-39 
 

1.3 1.3 6.6 21.1 69.7 

 40-54 
 

1.9 1.9 25 17.2 76.4 

 45+ 0 0 0 0 100 
Having a certificate 17-19 13.3 6.7 0 46.7 33.3 
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In terms of age groups and activity/material preferences of the students, all of those who are between in 17-
19 ages preferred using readings and videos in their MOOCs. This group indicated peer interaction (42.8 percent) 
and asynchronous interaction with an instructor (71.5 percent) as the least preferred activities/material for MOOCs. 
Meanwhile, those who are between in 20-29 ages preferred the videos (95.7 percent) over readings (93.4) but still 
reading is the second preferred activity/material among this group. Similar to the previous group, this age group also 
indicated lesser preference of interacting with the other students (41.4 percent). However, it was interesting to notice 
that synchronous interaction with an instructor (67.5 percent) was lesser preferred activity/material than 
asynchronous interaction (76 percent). Additionally, this group also did show a lesser preference for assignments 
(69.7 percent). Very similar findings were observed among 40-54 years old students. They also highly preferred 
readings (100 percent), videos (84.8 percent) and shown less interest in peer interaction (53.1 percent) and 
synchronous learner-to-instructor interaction (75 percent). Finally, the elderly group shown interesting preferences 
although the peer interaction (57.2 percent) still indicated as the least preferred activity/material. This group has 
shown great interest in learning from assignments and feedback provided to their works (100 percent). Interestingly, 
this group also slightly preferred asynchronous interaction with the instructors (76.4 percent) over synchronous 
interaction (75 percent).  
 

Table 2. Age and activity/material preferences (percentages) 
Activity/Material Age Not at 

all 
Not really Not sure Relevant Very 

relevant 
Readings 17-19 0 0 0 64.3 35.7 
 20-39 0 0 6.7 46.7 46.7 
 40-54 1.9 3.2 8.2 36.7 50 
 45+ 0 0 0 14.3 85.7 
Videos 17-19 0 0 0 42.9 57.1 
 20-39 1.3 1.3 11.8 43.4 52.3 
 40-54 2.5 3.2 9.5 33.5 51.3 
 45+ 14.3 0 0 28.6 57.1 
Interactive materials 17-19 6.7 6.7 0 40 46.7 
 20-39 1.3 1.3 10.4 44.2 42.9 
 40-54 1.9 3.8 12.7 38.2 43.3 
 45+ 0 0 14.3 28.6 57.1 
Assignments 17-19 0 0 7.7 46.2 46.2 
 20-39 3.9 2.6 23.7 36.8 32.9 
 40-54 3.2 5.1 11.5 38.9 41.4 
 45+ 0 0 0 28.6 71.4 
Asynchronous interaction  17-19 7.1 7.1 14.3 42.9 28.6 
 20-39 1.3 6.7 16 42.7 33.3 
 40-54 4.5 5.7 13.4 41.4 35 
 45+ 0 0 14.3 14.3 71.4 
Synchronous interaction  17-19 0 7.1 14.3 42.9 37.5 
 20-39 1.3 9.2 22.4 27.6 39.5 
 40-54 5 4.4 15.6 30..6 44.4 
 45+ 0 5.3 14.3 14.3 71.4 
Peer Interaction  17-19 0 35.7 21.4 21.4 21.4 
 20-39 5.3 21.3 32 26.7 14.7 
 40-54 8.2 17.1 21.5 32.3 20.9 
 45+ 14.3 14.3 14.3 14.3 42.9 

 
Conclusions 

 
MOOCs nowadays stand out as widespread and popular digital education applications on a universal 

scale. Innovative practices created by new media technologies force traditional education paradigms to change. In 
this context, with the development of technology, traditional education patterns are broken, and MOOCs practices 
appear as an alternative educational environment. MOOC s are becoming more widespread in order to make more 
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information available to the mass circulation and to make the courses in universities accessible and flexible for 
the wider audience. It would be wrong to indicate that examining the MOOCs phenome might help the governments 
and related institutions develop policies for effective and efficient integration of information and communication 
technologies into educational systems.  

The goal of this study was to determine the learners’ reasons for taking the Anadolu University’s MOOC 
offerings in AKADEMA platform and their preferences of learning activities/materials. The top 3 motivation of the 
participants to take AKADEMA MOOCs was identified respectively as learning more about the topics of interest, 
having a valid certificate from a well-known institution, and earning credits that can be used in a degree program. 
This result supported the previous studies conducted in Turkey and all around the world. For instance, Aydemir and 
Çelik (2018) conducted a study to determine the reasons for joining the MOOCs and the participants of that study 
also stated that they took those course because they were interested in learning new things, developing themselves 
and being interested in the subjects of the courses they took. In another study, Aybek (2016) the same phenomenon 
with the 24-40 age group and found out that the learners attended the courses owing to their interest and curiosity 
towards the courses. Similar findings were also indicated the global MOOCs literature. Learning more or gaining 
more experience and knowledge on the topics of interest was identified as one of major motives for taking MOOCs 
in many studies, such as Agarwal (2012), Allon (2012), Belanger and Thornton (2013), Breslow et al. (2013), Evans 
(2012), Fini (2009), Kaul (2012), Kolowich (2013), Rice (2013), etc. Meanwhile, the literature clearly presents that 
learners’ performance in MOOCs is highly correlated with the learners’ expectations in joining the courses (Hew & 
Cheung, 2014; Oktal, 2013; Venkatesh & Davis 2000). This might be considered as a rational for the finding about 
the learners’ participation to MOOCs because of learning more on the topics of interest. Additionally, theory of 
adult learners also indicated that adults’ one of the biggest motivations towards learning is learning on their topics of 
interest.  

In terms of learning activities/materials, it was very surprising to see readings as highly preferred 
activities/materials as videos even among younger students. This result might be associated with the traditional 
distance education background of Anadolu University. Anadolu University distance education programs and courses 
mainly require self-paced study and asks students learn from specially designed, written, and published textbooks 
although nowadays more digital media are being presented. So, the learners learn by reading their textbooks and 
take centralized exams in order to pass their courses. This design could be effective on the MOOCs participants’ 
preferences of the learning activities/materials in this study since a good deal of learners in MOOCs is also distance 
education students.  

The analyses about effects of the gender and age of the participants on their motives and preferences of 
activities/materials have shown no significant results. In other words, there is no significant difference between 
female and male students’ motives. A similar finding was also observed in the activity/material preferences of the 
female and male students. A notable difference between genders was seen in the preferences of learners on learner-
to-instructor interactions. The male students are less willing to interact with the instructors either asynchronously or 
synchronously than females.  

In the light of the results, it was concluded that readings and videos are interestingly important 
activities/materials for all age and gender groups. Although MOOCs promote technology-based learning, learners 
continue their traditional distance learning behaviors. Even in technology-rich, technology-based learning 
environments, the Turkish students download the materials and study mostly printed versions of those materials. So, 
it can be claimed that the Turkish MOOC participants carry their traditional learning behaviors into MOOCs.  

A remarkable result of this study is about the participants’ preferences regarding the learner-to-learner 
interaction in MOOCs. It is the least preferred learning activity/material among the participants of this study. 
Actually, Aydemir and Çelik (2018) also found a similar result in their study. One can easily relate this result with 
again the previous distance learning experiences of the learners. Anadolu University as well as many other distance 
education providers do not focus on learner-to-learner interaction rather prefer learner-to-content interaction. So, 
again, the learners carry their learning habits into MOOCs in this case and prefer less peer interaction. It would be 
interesting to create and offer a cMOOCs to Turkish community and see the effectiveness and engagement. This 
result might be considered as a base while designing a MOOC for Turkish learners. Also, it is a good topic for 
further research on MOOCs for Turkish learners.  

Another interesting result is about the earning a valid certificate from a well-known institution. Those 
participants who are between in 20 and 39 ages indicated this as the most relevant motive for taking AKADEMA 
MOOCs. This result can be correlated with the high unemployment rate among new graduates of higher education, 
and the raise of the informal and non-formal learning and their recognition among employers. In other words, along 
with a university degree diploma, certificates from well-known institutions are becoming added values for getting a 
job. This might be an interesting clue for MOOCs designers and providers same as above conclusion:  
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