{]{M Interdisciplinary Journal of Virtual Learning in Medical Sciences

Original Article

The Competencies Expected of Instructors in Massive Open
Online Courses (MOOCs)

Sajjad Dehghani'!, PhD Candidate;® Ali Akbar Sheikhi Fini%*, PhD;® Hossein Zeinalipour?, PhD;
Eisa Rezaei®, PhD

'Curriculum Planning, University of Hormozgan, Hormozgan, Iran

*Department of Educational Sciences, University of Hormozgan, Hormozgan, Iran

*Department of Educational Sciences, University of Hormozgan, Hormozgan, Iran

*Educational Technology in Medical Sciences, Virtual University of Medical Sciences, Tehran, Iran

ABSTRACT

Background: The aim of this study was to identify the instructor
competencies required for teaching in Massive Open Online
Courses (MOOCs). A qualitative approach was applied to achieve
this objective.

Methods: Qualitative-inductive content analysis was used to identify
the competencies of instructors in MOOC:s. For this purpose, the
articles related to the competence of instructors in MOOCsSs courses
were first collected and the units of analysis were determined. In
this respect, purposeful sampling and research criteria were applied
to select 31 units from a total of 173 articles extracted from valid
scientific databases. Data inclusion criteria limited the search to
the articles with relevant topics published between 2006 and 2019.
Reputable Persian and international databases were searched for
the relevant data until theoretical data saturation was reached. An
assessment of applicability and transferability was performed for
data validation. Finally, the main categories were distinguished
from the sub-categories, and a conceptual model was designed for
identifying teachers’ competence in MOOC:s.

Results: The four main categories of competency obtained from data
analysis were as follows: knowledge competencies (Dimension of
Knowledge), professional skills (Instructional Content Development,
Instructional Design, Evaluation, Communication, Participatory,
Management, and Technical Skills), Professional attitude skills
(Motivational and Emotional Skills) and the personality dimension
of the instructors.

Conclusion: This study draws out the possible implications of
developing a curriculum in view of instructors’ competence in
MOOCs with the goal of providing a comprehensive perspective on

their performance in such courses.
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Introduction

Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs)
are becoming more common than ever with
the advancement of new technologies and
inventions. MOOCs are often seen as an
advanced stage in distance education (I1-
4). With the Internet entering its third life
stage, distance education, whether online or
offline, has a great potential for teaching and
learning.(5) Though MOOC:s are considered a
major breakthrough, in which the drawbacks
are often limited to the quality of resources
and online learning materials that support
distance education, one cannot ignore the lack
of interaction between learners and faculty, the
high cost of high quality online courses and
assessment. MOOCs bring together teachers
to produce large amounts of open educational
resource and eliminate the costs of learner
attendance (6). MOOCs have made it possible
to organize video lectures according to the
demands, and to include automatic quizzes
and assignments. In addition, MOOCs allow
a large number of learners to interact with
one another (7).

Highly qualified teachers are regarded as
the key elements of effective instructional
systems (8). Therefore, qualified trainers are
crucial for the successful implementation
of the MOOCs courses and might require
the appropriate skills and experience to
effectively implement the teaching and
learning activities. In MOOC:sS, instructors
generally start as novice trainers, and proceed
to become competent ones. A competent
MOOC:s instructor has extensive knowledge
and skills about instructional technologies and
even a positive attitude towards technological
tools and processes. Consequently, MOOCs
trainers need to effectively employ different
competencies at all stages of providing
training, facilitating the learning process,
and evaluating the learners’ works. Although
many educators and teachers are highly
professional and have years of experience,
they acquire these valuable competencies and
experiences in a number of training packages
with various groups, learning materials, and
methods (9).
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Research shows that in every online
course, there is a highly qualified instructor
(10, 11). One of the most effective approaches
to planning MOOCs is the instructor
competency approach. The effectiveness of
MOOC:s is measured through the quality of
learning. Learning-oriented programs and
qualified teachers are the two major keys
to success in higher education. Teaching in
MOOC environments requires special sets
of skills. Palloff and Pratt (12) argue that
online teaching beyond traditional education
requires new and facilitative methods. “Not
all colleges are suitable for online space,”
they claim. Although the principles for
designing online and traditional classroom
courses are similar, Levy (13) admits that
“Instructors need training and support to be
willing to adopt a new teaching model and
implement it in a new environment.” They
need to find new credible solutions to develop
their competencies, and MOOCs offer a
unique opportunity. Therefore, MOOCs can
make quality learning available to a large
number of people. International Board of
Standards for Training, Performance and
Instruction (IBSTPI) defines competency as
a combination of abilities, information, and
approaches that enables one to efficiently
implement the tasks of a given occupation and
achieve the expected objectives. In addition,
competency may be defined as the capability
to practice, rather than the skill to theorize
the practice as emphasized by Houston and
Howsam (14). According to Varvel (15),
a competent person is an individual who
makes proper use of his knowledge, skills,
attitudes, and abilities to perform the tasks in
a specific field [digital distance education] in
accordance with the necessities of the time.
Therefore, it is recommended that these
features be given more attention in teacher
training programs in terms of their function
and development. However, what is at stake
here is an integrated approach - a viewpoint
which considers competence a complex
combination of knowledge, attitudes, skills
and values displayed within the framework
of task performance.
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Instructors’ competence has a great impact
on learners’ interaction and participation in
online learning (16), as well as deep learning
and the quality of learning outcomes (17, 18).
Not surprisingly, since their inception,
MOOC:s have faced some criticisms, including
poor instructor performance and low-quality
instructional design (19-21).

Most research studies have focused
on pedagogy, learner behaviors, course
completion rates, and business models in the
MOOCs environment (1, 22-24). Yet, Kop
(25) states that capable instructors are one of
the five key elements of a successtul MOOC.
Other elements include learners, subject
matter, curriculum, and content. Despite the
importance of instructors’ role in MOOCs,
few studies have examined the competence of
instructors (20). In addition, the latest studies
(26, 27) show that very little research has
been carried out on the role of instructors in
MOOC:s (28, 29).

Recently, efforts have been made to study
and identify the competence of instructors in
MOOC:s. The following studies have identified
the competencies of MOOC instructors. Hue
(30) provided useful tips and strategies for
instructors of MOOCs. These strategies
include problem-based learning with clear
demonstrations, instructor accessibility and
enthusiasm, active learning, peer interaction,
and useful course resources. Watson et al. (31)
investigated the competencies of instructors
over a certain period with a focus on creating a
learning community for learners and changing
the instructors’ attitudes toward MOOC:s.
Zheng et al. (32) conducted interviews with
14 MOOC instructors and showed that the
process of teaching a MOOC involves three
stages, namely planning, implementation
and feedback. Berge (33) described an online
teacher as a “facilitator” whose main role is
to model effective instruction and provide
electronic content, which should be based on
four dimensions, namely instructional, social,
managerial and technical. In this classification,
the instructional dimension refers to the
subject matter expertise, coaching, and
evaluation. The social dimension refers to the
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interpersonal, communication and facilitation
skills. The managerial dimension refers to
the administrative and leadership skills.
Finally, the technical dimension refers to the
technological literacy. The model presented by
Al-Hunaiyyan, Al-Sharhan, Al-Sharhan (34)
defined the latest competencies of computer-
assisted instructors to ensure that they
could make progress in terms of education,
technology, or behavior. They argued that
the model of instructional competence
comprises six aspects, namely a) knowledge
and culture, b) technical and technological
aspects, c) practical, behavioral and social
considerations, d) supervision and planning,
e) teaching methods, and f) instructional
design. According to Tersa et al. (2000),
considering the methodological criteria set
in line with theoretical principles, the online
instructors’ instructional experience serve as
a factor their competence.

Research on MOOCs has been limited
to demographic information (35), learning
outcomes (22), and learner involvement (35,
36); other issues have received scant attention.
Instructor competencies are an ingredient of
MOOCs. Given the increasing importance
and expansion of these courses across the
globe and the increasing number of learners
and instructors, it is time to investigate the
competencies expected from such instructors.
Thus, this research study sought to identify
the dimensions of instructors’ competencies,
namely knowledge, skill, attitude and
personality.

Methods

This qualitative study was an applied
research conducted to identify the
competencies expected from instructors
in MOOCs. The research method was a
type of documentary analysis known as
inductive qualitative content analysis, in
which there is no need to quantify words
or to accurately classify responses based on
predetermined criteria (37). First, a total of
173 articles were obtained from reputable
Persian and international scientific databases
including: (Web of Science, Science-Direct,
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Sage Journals, Proquest, Scopus, Emerald,
Google Scholar specialized database, as well
as Persian databases such as ISC, Magiran,
Noormags, Civilica Institute for Humanities
and Cultural Studies, Barakat Knowledge
Network System, Irannamayeh, and Ganj
Database). The searched keywords included
Competence and teacher or instructor,
competence and MOOCs or Massive Open
Online Courses. The obtained sources were
relevant to the topic and published during
2006-2019. After studying the titles and
abstracts, a number of articles were removed
due to being irrelevant to the subject of
the dissertation, as well as being already
downloaded from several sites.

Ultimately, 31 articles, which met the
inclusion criteria, were purposively selected
from reputable domestic and international
databases. All of the selected articles were
briefly studied for a general understanding
of their content. They were then analyzed
and coded by theme. The recording unit
was considered a theme rather than a
word, a sentence, a paragraph or an entire
text. In the next step, using MAXQDA 10
software, the themes of the qualitative content
analysis related to the design of the instructor
competence model received a relevant
keyword before being coded and registered.
The coding process continued until the
theoretical data saturation was reached.
Then, the codes obtained from words,
sentences, and paragraphs and the whole
texts were analyzed. Finally, a conceptual
model was obtained based on the results of
the content analysis, and the proposed model
of competencies expected from instructors
in MOOCs was presented. To validate the
proposed model, a sample was drawn from
the study’s population, which consisted of the
specialists and the instructors of curriculum
planning and instructional technology who
were aware of the research topic. In this
respect, the views of thesis supervisor and
advisors were consulted to identify twenty
specialists, and then the questionnaire was
validated via email. In order to validate the
results of the study, two procedures were
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undertaken. First, the experts examined the
study; this method involves verifying the
accuracy of the results by experts to find
out whether the study correctly reflects the
experts’ opinions on the research topic or
not. This method is also called audience
accreditation and transferability. Then, the
proposed components were sent to five experts
who took research and teaching courses in the
form of electronic questionnaires in order to
approve and validate them. Second, in order
to study the transferability and applicability
of the research results, the results were
shared with five experts outside the group of
interviewees; they agreed upon these results.

Results

The process of analyzing and coding
each category is fully illustrated in the
provided Tables. Based on reviewing
the theoretical foundations and research
literature, and considering the basic
concepts such as competence, instructor’s
role, their competence and MOOCs, and
after combining similar factors, extracting
important components and eliminating the
duplicated items, four main categories related
to the instructor’s competency were identified
in MOQOC:s. In this research, the codes of
professionalism, research and search skills
(i.e., ethics in research), knowledge of open
educational resources and distributed learning
were placed under the category of knowledge
dimension. Finally, these four sub-categories
were categorized under the general category
of the instructor’s professional knowledge.
The results of this analysis are presented in
Table 1.

As observed in Table 1 instructor’s
professional and theoretical knowledge is
typically achieved through academic study.
Knowledge development is the foundation of
skills development and attitude development,
which by itself does not have much effect on
the professional competence of instructors.

Instructors’ skills are another important
factor that plays a critical role in identifying
their competencies in MOOC courses.
This role can be fulfilled by capable
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Table 1: Categories and subcategories of the qualitative content anal

Table 2: Categories and subcategories of the qualitative content analysis (professional skills categories
- section two
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and experienced teachers in the areas of
teaching and learning. Having the necessary
knowledge and skills, they can turn the
teaching-learning process into an effective
and appealing experience for learners.
Experts have emphasized the instructors’

The Competencies Expected of Instructors in Massive ...

professional skills, and most of the codes
belong to this section. Tables 2, 3 and 4 are
about the instructor’s professional skills and
list 38 codes and 7 subcategories in total. The
professional competence of the instructor is
the ability to apply knowledge in practice.

Table 3: Categories/subcategories obtained from the qualitative content analysis (professional skills

categories - section three
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Table 4: Categories and subcategories obtained from the qualitative content analysis (professional
skills category- section four
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In other words, the competence is gained
and developed by repeating the application
of knowledge in a real environment. Skills
development will improve the quality of
performance; otherwise, in many cases,
information will not make much impact.
The development of instructional content
is provided according to the needs of the
learners. A teacher might be able to identify
the problems in real world, which in some
cases are complex, and then establish an
instructional design if necessary. This is
possible thanks to a good understanding of
a system and its associated components.

As Table 2 illustrates, the MOOC instructor
should have the ability to develop efficient
instructional content, design various learning
tasks, and assess learners’ accomplished
activities. The instructor should constantly
assess the learners’ knowledge and skills, and
if necessary, provide them with feedback.

As reflected in Table 3, the instructor can
use the communication skills in simulated
lessons to communicate positively with
the learners and to teach the lessons in an
appropriate interactive space and with the
cooperation and active participation of the
learners in the teaching process.

As shown in Table 3, given the exigency of
learners’ active involvement in collaborative
learning approach and also taking into account
that group-members’ sustained interactional
activity is among the requirements for the
optimal implementation of collaborative
learning approach, it appears that such an
approach can trigger improvement in learners’
communicative skills.

Table 4 displays an instructor’s technical
and managerial skills which would
differentiate him from other instructors and
increase his abilities.

With regard to Table 4, it can be argued
that a MOOC instructor should master the
tools and software programs employed in
the electronic learning environment, and
should also supervise the sources as well as
the processes of course implementation and
organization.

The instructor’s professional attitude is
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a framework for his mental image which
explains and shapes his thoughts and
actions. An individual’s understanding of his
surrounding phenomena and his decision to
act are based on his mental image. Proper
introduction to the course, timely notification
and attracting audiences are among the
measures that are important in the curriculum
of MOOQOC:s. In fact, since participation in
MOOC:s is open and the audience is not known
in advance, the course must be publicized and
timely notifications should be given before it
begins. The cost of designing MOOC:s is very
high and the cost return is only possible if the
audience is interested. In this study, the codes
of encouraging learners to learn, encouraging
learner participation, motivation, audience
engagement (motivating participation),
gamification and learning to absorb learners
were thematized as motivational skills;
also, professional commitment as well as
satisfaction were categorized as emotional
skills. The results of this analysis are
presented in Table 5.

As observed in Table 5 one of the main
competencies of instructors in MOOC:s is to
acquire a professional attitude. However, to
get these competencies, a motivated instructor
is needed who is open to the challenges.
Undoubtedly, motivation is a fundamental
pillar of learning diagnosis, and today it can
only be fully achieved if the instructor is
qualified to perform the necessary activities
in their profession.

The personality traits of the instructor
are considered as a moderator variable. A
moderator variable affects the direction
or the degree of the relationship between
independent and dependent variables. In
other words, an instructor’s personality
traits are considered the second independent
variable. In this section, five codes and
one subcategory were obtained (see Table
6). Finally, these five sub-categories were
categorized under the general category of the
instructor’s personality traits. The results of
this analysis are presented in Table 6.

The analysis of the database revealed a
total of 88 key sentences, 57 codes and 4 sub-

77



The Competencies Expected of Instructors in Massive ...

Dehghani S et al.

Table 5: Categories and subcategories of the qualitative content analysis (professional attitude

category — section five

topics as a model of professional competence
in MOOC:s. In short, professional knowledge
includes specialized knowledge, research
skills, knowledge of open educational
resources, technical knowledge (i.e.,
hardware and software) and motivational
knowledge. In fact, the instructor’s
professional  skills  include  having
synchronous communication skills, being
able to interact with learners, segmenting
and organizing the content provided to
the learners, selecting interesting and
controversial topics, managing the projects,
monitoring the learner performance,
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collaborating with teacher assistants, and
being able to raise some questions to engage
the learners. Instructors’ professional
attitude which plays an effective role in the
teaching process, is represented by skills
and abilities such as encouraging learners
to learn, motivating them, recognizing or
encouraging their participation, engaging
them, considering ethics in technology and
attracting learners. Finally, the personality
traits of an instructor are reflected in their
socializing skills, sense of humor, experience
and creative talent. As it is evident, the
professional competencies of instructors
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Table 6: Categories and subcategories of the qualitative content analysis (professional personality

are linked to each other. For instance, if an
instructor has more up-to-date knowledge
during the MOOC:s, his skills would improve
and his attitude would be positive. Therefore,
the model introduced here can be used as a
roadmap for professional development of
MOOCs’ instructors. Figure 1 features the
design of the proposed model for instructor
competence in MOOC:s; it was validated by
a group of experts.

As observed in Figurel, the professional
competencies of MOOCs instructors are
linked to one another. For instance, their
up-to-date knowledge in delivering MOOCs

Figure 1: A model of MOOC instructors’
expected competency, extracted from the
findings of the present study
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would help them improve their skills and
develop positive attitudes. Therefore,
the model can be a guide for professional
development of MOOCs’ instructors.

Discussion

The objective of this study was to identify
the competencies expected of instructors in
MOOC:s. Thus, inductive qualitative content
analysis was applied. The model was then
validated by a group of experts. The results
of the conducted survey revealed that
the proposed model was supported by a
committee of experts. The main categories
in this model include professional knowledge,
professional skills, professional attitude
and teachers’ personalities. These are the
components of a teacher’s competence. The
subcategories of this model include: 1- The
Knowledge Dimension 2- Instructional
Content Development 3- Instructional Design
4- Evaluation Skills 5- Communication Skills
6- Participatory Skills 7- Managerial Skills
8- Technical Skills 9- Motivational Skills
10- Emotional Skills and 11- Instructors’
Personality Traits.

Several studies (2, 7, 19, 31, 35) have
endeavored to identify the main elements of
instructors’ competencies in MOOCs. The
instructional model provided by Al-Hunaiyan,
Al-Shahran, and Al-Shahran (34) point to the
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latest competencies of e-instructors to ensure
that they can make progress in instructional,
technological, or behavioral fields. Their
model of instructional competence comprises
six aspects including knowledge and culture,
technical and technological consideration,
practical, behavioral and social consideration,
supervision and planning, teaching methods
and instructional design. However, the present
study points to the important competencies
of MOOC instructors (knowledge,
attitude, skills and personality), providing
a more comprehensive account of these
competencies. Media Competency Model
for instructors (38) covers the three stages of
practice, advanced professional training, and
continuous training. These stages develop
with different competencies, beginning with
the theoretical aspects of online learning.
They include technical competencies and
practical aspects of teaching. Our findings
show that this model does not account for
inclusive competencies of a capable MOOC
instructor.

The model presented by ASTD (39)
describes the latest teaching skills and
professional development. Foundational
competencies (i.e., business skills, global
mindset, industry knowledge, interpersonal
skills, personal skills and technology
literacy) and specific role competencies
(i.e., change management, performance
improvement, instructional design, learning
technologies, evaluating learning impact,
managing learning programs, integrated
talent management, coaching, knowledge
management, and training delivery) are the
two main categories of this model. This model
too failed to achieve comprehensiveness as
it ignored instructors’ personal traits and
learning context.

While all of the above factors have
certainly played an important role in a
competencies model for MOOC instructors,
many of them are not comprehensive
enough to address all aspects of such a
model. Therefore, a competencies model
must take account of different features of
MOOGC:s, including the large number of
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participants, diversity in content, learner
attraction skills, multicultural topics, course
structure, complexity of assessment and
poor support. Instructors’ qualifications are
one of the factors influencing the quality of
education. Anjos Silva (40) maintains that the
instructors’ competencies are one of the most
important issues related to the quality of their
instruction in universities. Having considered
the components of previous models, this
study attempted to provide a comprehensive
model for the competencies of instructors in
MOOC:s based on the available literature. This
model is presented as a potential curriculum
for MOOC instructors in academic
environments, economic institutions and
business enterprises. The competencies
identified in this study can be used in career
development programs and in selecting
qualified MOOC:s instructors. Moreover, they
can provide a comprehensive perspective on
what should be achieved from a course. This
systematic model helps educators to develop
a curriculum with predictable results. One
of the limitations of the present study was
the small number of international articles
on instructors’ competencies in MOOCs.
Therefore, the researchers searched each of
the variables of the present study in valid
databases separately. Finally, given that there
has been very little research on the subject,
there is still room to investigate topics
such as the competencies of learners and
the competencies of curriculums in future
studies.
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