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Abstract—Having a clear understanding of the learner population has an 
impact on effective course design and delivery in any learning context. Howev-
er, it has greater importance in a MOOC learning environment because of the 
high diversity of participants. Most of the review studies on MOOC research 
mention learner population as a recurrent theme. These studies focus on behav-
iours, performance, learner participation and interaction patterns, learner per-
ceptions and preferences, learner experiences, motivation, demographics, and 
classifications of learners into subpopulations. Nevertheless, there is little 
knowledge about the learners’ perceptions of their own learning and the learn-
ing process, which is a key element of learning according to heutagogy, the the-
ory of self-determined learning. In our study, which is based on two theoretical 
pillars (heutagogy and the Common European Framework of Reference for 
Languages: Learning, Teaching, Assessment) we aimed at capturing traces of 
capability development through language MOOC learners’ reflections and iden-
tifying learning activities that are perceived by learners as preferred activities 
for skill acquisition in a language MOOC learning environment. We designed 
two open-ended questions in a survey format that were administered in an Ital-
ian language MOOC offered by Wellesley College. We were able to capture 
traces of capability development through learners’ reflections, and we also 
found that a) based on learners’ perceptions the most preferred way of acquiring 
new skills is through receptive activity types; b) these activity types coincide 
with learners’ perceptions of their own understanding (listening and reading) 
skill development. 

Keywords—Capability development, heutagogy, language MOOC, learner 
population 

1 The Importance of Understanding The Learner Population in 
MOOCs 

Understanding better the learner population has great importance for effective 
course design and delivery in any teaching and learning context. However, in a Mas-
sive Open Online Course (MOOC) learning environment it becomes an even more 
pertinent issue [1]–[3]. As the MOOC learning environment can host hundreds of 
thousands of participants from different cultures, of different ages, and with a variety 
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of social and educational backgrounds, it becomes not only highly interesting but also 
extremely important to better understand how those populations behave, act and think, 
both as learners and individuals in that particular learning environment [4].  

In today existing review studies within the MOOC research area, learner popula-
tion is identified as one of the most researched subtopics. One of the first MOOC 
research reviews [5] already found learner experience as one of the key categories to 
be considered and therefore established a category of “participant focused” which 
included ten research articles. Kennedy [6] also identified that one of the key themes 
in early research on MOOCs is learner engagement, motivation, and presence to re-
duce learner isolation. In later research, Veletsianos and Shepherdson [7] found that 
most of the studies included in their review (83.6%) have a focus on topics related to 
learners or learning. The topics comprise learner behaviours, performance, learner 
participation and interaction, learner perceptions and preferences, learner experiences, 
motivation, demographics, and classifications of learners into subpopulations. Gašević 
et al. [8] also found that learners’ participation, engagement, and behavioural patterns 
in MOOC research is a recurrent theme. Ebben and Murphy [9] established the sub-
category of learning analytics in case of xMOOCs, where they classified studies into 
two groups: (a) the correlations between learner characteristics and achievement, and 
(b) the search for patterns of behaviour about how learners interact with course mate-
rials (e.g., clickstream data). Even a recently published review study [10], which 
comprehends research published between 2008 and 2015, reports on studies that focus 
on learner need, experiences, motivation and online interaction patterns.  

After having a more in-depth look into the studies reported in those reviews and 
others that concern learner populations in MOOCs (for example [11], [12]), we under-
stood that there is little knowledge about the learners’ perceptions of their own learn-
ing and the learning process. According to heutagogy, the theory of self-determined 
learning [13], having knowledge about our own learning is a key element of learning. 
Gaining knowledge about their own learning permits learners to have a clear under-
standing of their learning needs and preferences. This knowledge, then, enables them 
to decide not only on how to learn but also on what to learn, which is a principle of 
heutagogy [13]. In heutagogy, learners become fully responsible for their own learn-
ing and have an active role in the whole learning process. 

Heutagogy has been proposed as a potential theory for distance education, 
however, more research is needed to confirm the theory’s viability in distance educa-
tion [14]. The concept of MOOC fits in well with the heutagogical principles: the self-
selected MOOC learner, open access to content, share and recycle knowledge, and 
non-linear learning path characterise both MOOCs and heutagogy [15]. Therefore, 
heutagogy is more than worthy to be considered when it comes to the MOOC learning 
environment. Understanding better the MOOC learners’ perceptions of their own 
learning and development would have a significant contribution to the MOOC re-
search field bringing in a new perspective for the analysis of MOOC learner popula-
tions.  

In this study, we focused on collecting data from Language MOOC (LMOOC) par-
ticipants about their perceptions of their own learning and development, more specifi-
cally of their capability development. Before presenting the aim and objectives of this 
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study, we explain what capability means within heutagogy, and how we interpret 
capability in this study context. 

2 Theoretical Frameworks 

2.1 Heutagogy and capability 

As mentioned before, in heutagogy, critical reflection is a core element of learning. 
Through critical reflection, learners gain knowledge both about what they have learnt 
and the way in which it has been learnt [16]. This metacognitive process gives learn-
ers a better understanding of their skills and competences, which is critical to capabil-
ity development. 

The concept of capability derives from Stephenson [17] and emerged in 1980 in the 
United Kingdom because of the need for capacity improvement of British organisa-
tions to keep up in a decreasing marketplace [13]. With globalisation, the workplace 
environment changed, and it became necessary for people to be more flexible and 
quick learners to be able to compete in an accelerated and continuously changing 
environment. Capability enables people to deal effectively with this chaotic environ-
ment. Capability designates a holistic attribute; while competence consists of 
knowledge and skills, capability comprises knowledge about how to learn, creativity, 
a high degree of self-efficacy, collaboration, and the capacity to apply competences in 
familiar as well as in novel situations [13]. Hase and Kenyon [13] argue that for 
understanding how to develop capable people and enable capability, heutagogy is 
required. Because of capability being such a holistic concept and because it requires 
full competency in skills [18], observing capability is not easy. The context of such 
study should be as broad as possible, and it would be necessary to observe participants 
in different contexts (in learning, work and private situations) and during a long 
enough period in order to be able to observe capability. 

2.2 Capability development and foreign language learning 

If we consider the above-explained holistic concept of capability, the viability of a 
study conducted in a closed learning environment such as a MOOC becomes impossi-
ble. Therefore, in this study, we use the concept of capability following Blaschke’s 
adoption:  

Competency can be understood as proven ability in acquiring knowledge and skills, 
while capability is characterized by learner confidence in his or her competency and, 
as a result, the ability “to take appropriate and effective action to formulate and solve 
problems in both familiar and unfamiliar and changing settings” [19, p. 1]. […] When 
learners are competent, they demonstrate the acquisition of knowledge and skills; 
skills can be repeated, and knowledge retrieved. When learners are capable, skills and 
knowledge can be reproduced in unfamiliar situations. Capability is then the extension 
of one’s own competence, and without competency there cannot be capability [14, p. 
59-60]. 
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In that sense, in this study, we refer to capability as one’s ability to use the acquired 
skills and competences both in familiar and unfamiliar situations. Applying this idea 
to foreign language acquisition and use, making learners reflect on their language 
acquisition process, and language use helps them become more aware not only of 
their needs and preferences but also of their acquired competences. This knowledge 
about their own learning and competences and their confidence will enable them to 
give an adequate answer in unknown situations, and so they will become more capa-
ble foreign language users. Therefore, in this study, when we talk about foreign lan-
guage use, we understand any online or face to face (formal) language course envi-
ronment (such as a LMOOC) as a known situation, and any other environment exter-
nal to a course or formal learning environment, as an unknown situation. Hence, we 
define capable foreign language users as those who acquire knowledge and skills 
(competence) inside a course environment but are also able to reproduce the acquired 
skills and knowledge outside of the known course context, in authentic environment, 
better to say in everyday (professional or private) life. 

2.3 Language use and language competences 

According to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: 
Learning, Teaching, Assessment (CEFR), language use and acquisition can be de-
scribed as: 

Language use, embracing language learning, comprises the actions performed by 
persons who as individuals and as social agents develop a range of competences, both 
general and in particular communicative language competences. They draw on the 
competences at their disposal in various contexts under various conditions and under 
various constraints to engage in language activities involving language processes to 
produce and/or receive texts in relation to themes in specific domains, activating those 
strategies which seem most appropriate for carrying out the tasks to be accomplished. 
The monitoring of these actions by the participants leads to the reinforcement or 
modification of their competences. [...] Competences are the sum of knowledge, skills 
and characteristics that allow a person to perform actions [20, p. 9]. 

The framework lists several general and communicative language competences to 
be developed during foreign language acquisition (see Table 1), however in this study 
we focus on only three of them: lexical and grammatical competences and sociocul-
tural knowledge (see Table 1). The criterion for choosing these specific competences 
was the ease in perceiving and understanding them from the part of the learners, as we 
discovered in their reflections during analysis. The framework also provides a self-
assessment orientation tool, which is aimed at helping learners profile their language 
skills. This tool presents easily interpretable categories: understanding (listening and 
reading), speaking (production and interaction), and writing. 
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Table 1.  General and communicative language competences according to the CEFR  

 
Moreover, the framework distinguishes the following communicative language ac-

tivities: 

• Productive activities (oral production—speaking and written production—writing) 
• Receptive activities (aural reception—listening, visual reception—reading, and 

audio-visual reception—video) 
• Interactive activities (spoken and written interaction) 

In our study, we used the three competences mentioned above (lexical and gram-
matical competence and sociocultural knowledge) to interpret the data, and the cate-
gories from the self-assessment orientation tool and the categories of language activi-
ties as categories of analysis. 

3 Study Context and Methodology 

We defined two specific objectives in this study: a) to capture traces of capability 
development through learners’ reflections and b) to identify which types of activities 
and tasks are perceived by the learners as the best for their own development. We 
constructed two open-ended questions that we implemented in a questionnaire format 
in the AP Italian Language and Culture MOOC offered by Wellesley College 
(Wellesley, Massachusetts, USA) in the edX platform. The College administered the 

General competences 

Declarative knowledge 
Knowledge of the world 
Sociocultural knowledge 
Intercultural awareness 

Skills and know-how 
Practical skills and know-how 
Intercultural skills and know-how 

Existential competence - 

Ability to learn 

Language and communication awareness 
General phonetic awareness and skills 
Study skills 
Heuristic skills  

Communicative language competences 

Linguistic competences 

Lexical competence 
Grammatical competence 
Semantic competence 
Phonological competence 
Orthographic competence 

Sociolinguistic competences 

Linguistic markers of social relation 
Politeness conventions 
Expressions of folk wisdom  
Register differences 
Dialect and accent 

Pragmatic competence Functional competence 
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questionnaire and provided us with disidentified data for analysis. The two open-
ended questions were the following: 

• Question 1: Have you used the newly acquired listening, speaking, reading, or 
writing skills out of the course environment? Write about this experience! (Where, 
when, and how you used them.) 

• Question 2: Write about your learning experience of Module 1/2/3/4/5/6! (e.g., 
What did you like the most/the least?; Which activities were the best for you to ac-
quire new skills?; How do you feel about the forum experience?; etc.) 

The two questions were embedded in the course as optional after each of the six 
modules. Data collection process ran during October-November 2018. The reason for 
multiple times of data collection through the modules was to understand if there is an 
increase in capability development through the course. However, participation in the 
questionnaires was voluntary, and in the case of module 5 and 6, no data was ob-
tained. Therefore, the collected data did not permit us to make such comparison. For 
that reason, datasets collected from different modules were merged into one, and no 
comparison was carried out. 

At the time of the closure of the questionnaire, the total number of enrolled learners 
on the AP Italian Language and Culture course was 7390; the number of active 
learners (those who at least once in that week performed an activity in the course) was 
740; the number of learners who earned a passing grade was 31; and the number of 
those who finished all the activities was 11. Through the questionnaires, we had a 
total number of 90 responses: 46 for the first question and 44 for the second one. The 
total number of respondents of the two survey questions was 40. We obtained demo-
graphic data only from 28% of the respondents (from 11 respondents). Hereby, we 
present the demographic data regarding those 11 respondents. However, we recognize 
that the data is not enough to fully characterise the sample population. The age distri-
bution of those 11 respondents was between 22 and 73; there were respondents from 
Columbia, Croatia, England, Mexico, Netherlands, USA and Russia. The majority of 
the 11 respondents hold a master’s degree, but there were two respondents with a 
doctorate and one respondent with a bachelor’s degree. Regarding the respondents’ 
professional occupation, five of them were retired, four of them indicated as em-
ployed (full-time, part-time or self-employed), and two of them as students. All those 
respondents have already experienced a MOOC before this course. All respondents’ 
motivation for enrolling on this course was to get familiarised with the Italian lan-
guage and culture, and two respondents also specified that their aim was to improve 
their Italian language (and cultural) knowledge and skills. 

Concerning the data analysis process, we predefined the categories of analysis 
based on the CEFR. We applied a descriptive content analysis approach [21] due to 
our aim of tracking traces of capability development and identifying learning activi-
ties that are perceived as contributing to new skill acquisition. 

We analysed the two datasets separately from Question 1 and Question 2. For 
Question 1, we predefined the categories and subcategories based on the self-
assessment tool of the CEFR, which are presented in Figure 1. For Question 2, we 
used the communicative language activities, described, in detail, above as categories 
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of analysis, and the lexical, grammatical competences and sociocultural knowledge to 
help us interpret the data.  

 
Fig. 1. Predefined categories for Question 1 based on the CEFR 

4 Results and Discussion1 

4.1 Question 1. Capturing traces of capability development 

The first observation we made after having categorised the units of meaning is that 
there is a tendency to affirmative (yes) answer to the question if learners have used the 
newly acquired listening, speaking, reading or writing skills out of the course envi-
ronment. Therefore, it seems to exist a perception of skill and knowledge (compe-
tence) acquisition from the part of the respondents. Though, we identified 15 respons-
es out of 46 where an explicit negative answer (no) was given. In many of these an-
swers, there is no or little specific justification of why respondents have not used the 
new skills. They gave answers such as No, I have not.; Unfortunately, I haven't. or 
No, I haven't yet. Just started the course. The negative answers were not categorised 
for analysis because of lacking references to specific skills and because of our objec-

                                                        
1 All the citations from participants are presented in their original format without any change in gram-

mar, spelling, punctuation or vocabulary. Additional explanation was added to the original text where it was 
necessary. 
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tive of tracing capability development through the reflections. In other cases, the re-
flection was general (Yes. I come to Italy frequently. or Yes, With my granddaughter 
attending an Italian school. or Yes. I live in Italy, so I always have to use these skills 
in everyday life!) and it was impossible to categorise these units of meaning through 
the predefined language skills. Therefore, these reflections were also excluded from 
the final analysis. 

When we looked at the positive answers we choose for analysis, we also under-
stood that there is a higher number of references in respondents’ reflections for the 
two skills of understanding (listening and reading) than for speaking or writing. (We 
found the least reference for writing.) Regarding listening, respondents referred to 
podcasts, radio, lyrics or opera and regarding watching, they mentioned movies, series 
or Italian TV channels. In most of the answers, besides the evidence of the use of 
listening skills outside the course context, we noted recognition of self-progress by the 
respondents: I can watch Italian movies without subtitles now. It was impossible until 
three weeks ago!; or I have improved my listening and reading skills in Italian. I al-
ready can understand some lyrics of songs and videos. In the case of reading skills, 
we found some similar examples expressing the recognition of self-progress: I can 
now read Italian media; or I am now able to read any italian 
news/magazine/opinion/online material I like (except literature, that I haven't tried).  

While in listening and reading all the units of meaning reveal an active use of skills 
and many times those are confirmed with evidence of use, in case of speaking and 
writing, answers are more heterogeneous. Besides the confirming answers (I have also 
been able to communicate adequately at a colloquial/everyday context during a recent 
trip to Northern Italy. or I often send emails to Italian recruiters.), we found answers 
that explicitly express not only lack of use (I don't speak or write in Italian.), but also 
recognition of lack of skills and need for improvement: Speaking is difficult and I 
need to practice more.; or I still need to improve the communication skills., and lack 
of motivation (I am not giving emphasis to speaking and writing.). 

It is important to highlight that there are some recurrent themes that are worthy of a 
more in-depth analysis. One of these themes is opportunity. In some answers, re-
spondents justified their negative answer with the lack of opportunity for language use 
(I did not have the opportunity to use them other than in the course.). Opportunity in 
language acquisition seems to have a strong relationship with capability development. 
If learners have opportunity for language use outside of the known course context 
means that they have opportunity to use the newly acquired skills in authentic envi-
ronments; they have opportunity for capability development. With the actual use of 
language in an authentic environment, they will experience and learn about them-
selves that they are able to use the newly acquired skills. This recognition makes them 
conscious about their acquisition of skills and competences and will make them more 
confident for further use of those skills. Consequently, they will seek new opportuni-
ties where they can use those skills (capability development). Therefore, capability 
can emerge only if there is and if learners can find opportunity for language use out-
side the known (course) context. In case of some skills, though, it is easier to have or 
find opportunities for language use. Learners by watching Italian movies or reading 
Italian newspapers, magazines or books create an environment (external to a language 

130 http://www.i-jet.org



Paper—Understanding Language MOOC learners: The issue of capability development 
 

course) for the development of understanding skills and can also easily perceive their 
self-progress as mentioned in the reflection hereby: I watch Italian shows and movies 
at home. I try to understand without the subtitles and sometimes find subtle differ-
ences that are not accurately reflected in the subtitles. While it is more challenging to 
create an authentic environment (external to a language course) for writing or speak-
ing skills development due to the necessity of another person to communicate with, as 
mentioned here: I have had little opportunity to use any new skills I have required 
due, primarily. to a lack of opportunities to speak Italian with someone. Although, we 
found some units referring to the use of speaking and writing skills in authentic envi-
ronments: I often send emails to Italian recruiters. or I have also participated on some 
Italian job interviews. or I have an Italian ragazzo [boyfriend] and I always let him 
check my answers. We talk [about] Italian food (he is from Toscana), Italian places. 

The other recurrent theme is intention. In some reflections, respondents expressed a 
clear intention to use the acquired skills in future situations: I will be using the listen-
ing and speaking skills acquired when I go on holiday to visit relatives in Italy. When 
learners have a clear intention for future language use, it comes from a certain confi-
dence in their skills and competences. Therefore, capability development might have 
happened, (even if in these cases we don’t have clear evidence of capability as in the 
previous cases) considering the definition of capability we used in this study: 
“capability is characterized by learner confidence in his or her competency” [13, p. 
59], and as a result, the ability to use their competences not only in familiar but also in 
unfamiliar situations. 

Another theme to be mentioned is the recognition and consciousness of self-
progress. As mentioned before, in general respondents expressed a certain level of 
consciousness of their self-progress in their reflections, but it seems that it is not easy 
for everybody. We found an example of a direct expression of lack of understanding 
of self-progress: It is difficult to say. In addition to this course, I have a tutor (Skype), 
a conversation partner (Italian), and other online resources I have found, for exam-
ple, "Learn with Lucrezia". My opportunity to speak Italian is limited. Where I ac-
quire a skill is unclear to me.  

Summarising, we were able to capture traces of capability development in learners’ 
self-reflections since they presented evidence of language use in authentic situations 
and outside of the learning context (outside of the Language MOOC). 

4.2 Question 2. Identifying activities that contribute to competence 
development 

Our first observation regarding the second question was that there was a tendency 
to identify receptive activities (both listening and reading) as preferred activities. For 
example, answers as I like very much the video activities.; I really like the listening 
part; The videos (students in Bologna, chefs, etc.) were all great. I also liked the vide-
os with the inserted questions afterwards.; I liked reading / listening and then trying 
to answer the questions.; I love the interviews, the readings and listening to them.;.; 
etc. Some participants went beyond referring to these activities as preferred, they felt 
them helpful for new skill acquisition: I enjoyed listening and reading tasks as they 
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helped me to improve my understanding of written and spoken Italian; […] both the 
listening and reading exercises were helpful to continue to improve my language 
skills.; Listening first then eventually reading the script is most helpful for me as I find 
understanding spoken Italian my biggest challenge.; The listening activities were the 
most difficult ones, but also the ones that helped me the most to acquire new skills.; 
The interviews and audio exercises helped me the most as they exposed me to native 
speakers.; I liked the readings, the videos, everything brought me closer to know and 
handle more this language. The combination of audio-visual and visual activities was 
perceived as very useful: Listening to video while reading the accompanying text I 
believe is very helpful. or Mostly I like the combination of audio and pdf files, I find 
more effective way to learn.; [I appreciated and enjoyed] The videos with text.  

Productive activities (both speaking and writing) were scarcely referred, however 
when it was referred it was perceived positive: the "scriviamo" [writing] exercise is 
very useful. Regarding the interactive (speaking) activity, references were almost 
absent, the only feedback concerned the quality of the activity: The "conversiamo” 
[speaking] section is not particularly practical (too cumbersome).  

Participants did not engage in the interactive (writing) activity (forum activity). 
Most answers expressed the lack of participation due to a variety of reasons: I do not 
participate due to the lack of time.; I did not engage the forum discussions.; I don't 
participate in forum discussions, don't really like social media style.; I participate 
little in the forum. Some of the participants did not find the forum activity useful: I do 
not find the forum particularly helpful.; The forum experience does not give me much.; 
I am not really using the forums, I am sorry: but they might be helpful to many people 
to learn the language while socializing too. Others expressed intention to participate 
in the future suggesting that they recognise some sort of role in that activity: I haven't, 
at this point, participated in the forum, mainly because I am short of time and when I 
have taken other courses I found that forum activity does not repay the time that it 
takes. But I might try later on.; Sorry to say I'm not sure what the 'forum" experience 
is. I'll look more closely for this feature in the next sessions. Nevertheless, we found 
positive reflections about the forum experience of participants who engaged and sug-
gested further and deeper development of the discussions: The forum is amazing, all 
the resources and comments are very helpful!; The forum experience is very good 
because it makes you write, which for me is the most difficult part of learning Italian.; 
Other than that I like the discussion forum because it makes me use the language - at 
least in writing -, but unfortunately the discussions there do not really take on a life of 
their own.  

It should be highlighted, that in the course, all (receptive) reading, and listening ex-
ercises were related to lexical competences. The exercises related mostly to vocabu-
lary and written or spoken comprehension. The grammar exercises were placed at the 
end of each module and were optional. In the reflections, besides the references to 
learning activities, we found positive references to some of the linguistic (grammati-
cal or lexical) competences: It was a good mixture for me of reviewing verbs and 
grammar and learning some new idiom.; I love the interactive learning with the 
LEARN vocabulary. The quizzes and the [grammar] review exercises are also very 
helpful.; I like the grammar module, but I prefer to start with it. In most of the units of 
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meaning, we identified references either to learning activities or to competences. 
However, in one case we could also identify a direct connection between the learning 
activity and the acquired language competence, which is related to receptive activity 
and lexical competence: I mostly liked working on texts, because I learnt some vocab-
ulary. In another reflection, a connection between activity and competence can be 
captured though, there is a contradiction in the learner’s objective of developing 
speaking skills and the chosen learning path of receptive learning activities: I liked to 
reading / listen and then trying to answer the questions. I did not try the speaking or 
writing exercises. I am an adult (senior), trying to be able to speak in Italian. My 
reading comprehension has improved but my speaking ability remains stagnant. 

It seems that there is a tendency in learners’ preference for receptive (visual, aural, 
or audio-visual) activities. When we discuss these results, it is important to emphasise 
that while the receptive activities were all graded, the productive and interactive (both 
oral and written) and the grammar activities were optional. This fact can have a signif-
icant impact both on participants’ perceptions and motivations, which cannot be 
ignored. However, this condition would have a higher impact in cases where learners’ 
objective is to earn a certificate (which they pay for). For learners who have no such 
objective, participation in any activity is optional. In this study, we did not collect data 
on earning certificates; therefore, we do not have enough information to compare the 
results of learners motivated to earn a certificate with the results of learners without 
this motivation. For that reason, our conclusion about learners’ preference for recep-
tive activities is not final. What we understood in this study is that a) speaking or 
writing activities were barely commented, or the comments explicitly expressed lack 
of participation, and b) receptive activities appeared to be preferred also in cases when 
the learner’s objective was not understanding language but producing or eventually 
interacting. Moreover, the references to receptive activities were homogeneously 
positive. 

The receptive activities focused mostly on lexical competences, however for partic-
ipants grammatical competences seem to be similarly important (The grammar review 
was very helpful; The grammar revision is good. It would be nice though not to put 
grammar issues only at the end of the module. Why not sprinkle a bit of grammar in 
the middle of the module?; I like the grammar module, but I prefer to start with it.). 

In addition to the linguistic competences, we understood that many reflections con-
tained elements referring to sociocultural knowledge: [I enjoyed] to learn more about 
Italian culture; The overview of Italian geography was also very interesting and use-
ful. I had never thought about the whole country of Italy in that structured way be-
fore.; My favorite lessons are those that touch on features of Italian life and history: 
the Renaissance, art, culture, general statistics, and food. My affinity for all things 
Italian has been nicely enhanced thanks to this wide-ranging class.; I think tying in 
Italian culture is a great way to learn while making the lessons interesting.; All the 
themes were interesting. I feel I know a bit more about Italy and its culture; etc. These 
answers demonstrate that a) there was a gain of sociocultural knowledge about Italy 
and Italian culture, and b) linking sociocultural knowledge to language competences 
in a language course has a motivating force to language learning. 
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In conclusion, we were able to identify preferred learning activities in the learners’ 
reflections. However, in most cases, reflections were not deep enough to permit us to 
recognise and make conclusions about activities which learners think contributed 
most to their skill development. We saw that there is a tendency in learners’ prefer-
ences towards receptive activities, though the reason for that is not clear since there 
are several conditions that might influence the learners’ preferences. Further research 
is needed to identify the reasons behind learners’ preferences in order to confirm the 
tendency. In addition, little evidence was found in the reflections where a connection 
between activity type and competence was (or could be) established. 

5 Conclusion and Future Work 

The hereby presented analysis and results are not entirely conclusive. Our objective 
was to outline some essential points about learners’ perceptions of their own learning 
and capture traces of capability development in an Italian Language MOOC.  

We found that based on learners’ perceptions the most preferred way of acquiring 
new skills is through receptive (aural, visual or audio-visual) activity types or their 
combination. Reasons behind this preference should be further investigated and clari-
fied. We also understood that the selected types coincide with learners’ perceptions of 
their understanding (listening and reading) skill development. We were also able to 
capture traces of capability development through learners’ reflections since they pro-
vided examples of evidence of language use in unfamiliar and authentic situations 
(outside of the course context). Activities that learners most perform or search for 
outside the course environment are also receptive activity types. We pointed out that 
in language learning capability has a strong relationship with opportunity: without 
opportunities for language use in authentic environments capability cannot emerge.  

This study has some limitations. We must acknowledge that our conclusions are 
based on learners’ perceptions of their own learning, which might not coincide with 
their real level of acquired skills and competences. For this reason, further studies in 
this area should first measure the learners’ level of self-reflection and self-
consciousness so that we can deeper understand their progress. Moreover, their learn-
ing activity inside the course should be observed, and data on their activity (results 
and engagement) should be collected in order to compare their perceptions with their 
actual engagement in the course. Analysing those kinds of data could give a more 
comprehensive understanding of capability development.  

We must keep in mind that the receptive exercises were all linked to lexical activi-
ties and were all and graded, while the grammar and speaking or writing activities 
were optional. This fact might have an impact on our results since earning points 
might be a motivation for learners to engage in course activities. Future studies, 
therefore, should be carried out in Language MOOC environments where graded 
activities include a) receptive, productive and interactive activities and b) focus on 
both lexical and grammatical competencies.  

Despite its limitations, this study has a significant contribution to the MOOC re-
search field inasmuch as it focuses on the learners’ perceptions of their own learning 
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and development—a barely researched aspect of the learner population of MOOCs—
by bringing the idea of heutagogy and its principles into the discussion of MOOCs. 
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