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Abstract: Adult learners claim career benefits from earning MOOC certificates, yet it is unclear 

if learning behaviors are correlated to these career benefits. This study examines the relationship 

between the learning behaviors and career benefits of learners who completed one or more of 

fifty business MOOCs. In a sample of 4063 learners, learning behaviors associated with 

persistence (videos watched and assessment attempts) were shown to be more strongly 

associated with perceived career benefits than either social behaviors (forum posts, comments, 

and views) or grades.  

Purpose of study 
Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs), especially those in business or technical fields, can provide reputable 

and accessible educational content at an affordable price. Initially seen as a technological disruption of higher 

education (Yuan & Powell, 2013), they are now marketed as the solution to the ever-widening skills gap (Buhl et 

al., 2018). Recent scholarship shows that learners are reporting career gains from taking MOOCs (Hollands & 

Kazi, 2019a) and that learners who complete MOOCs to learn new skills are using the certificates earned in these 

courses to get hired or promoted (Hollands & Kazi, 2019b). Work has been done linking some forms of within-

course behavior to career advancement, but only in one course (Wang et al., 2017). A study of behaviors associated 

with student completion in MOOCs was conducted across many courses (Andres et al., 2016), but this study did 

not examine career advancement after completion. The goal of this study is to determine if the learning behaviors 

which are correlated to completion across MOOCs are also linked to career benefits.  

Methods 
Wharton Online MOOCs are hosted on the Coursera platform which records learning behaviors such as video 

views, assessment attempts, forum posts, forum comments, forum views, and grades. A survey designed to 

measure career benefits was sent to a total of 101,986 learners who had completed at least one Wharton Online 

course through the Coursera platform from September 2015 through October 2019. The survey incorporated 

elements of a survey on motivation and career advancement developed by Hollands and Kazi, used with 

permission. Respondents were asked to rate whether or not they experienced career benefits on a 4-point Likert-

style response from “Definitely yes” to Definitely no.” “Completion” in Wharton Online courses is defined as 

earning a grade average of 70% or higher, which resulted in learners earning a certificate.  

6321 learners began the survey, a 6.1% response rate, and 6189 learners (97.9%) consented to the study. 

4341 learners answered Question 10 about whether or not they had experienced career benefits after taking the 

course(s). These learners’ survey responses were matched to their course records, which included course grades, 

videos watched, assessment attempts, forum posts, forum comments, and the forum lurking ratio (i.e. forum views 

over forum posts). 278 learners were excluded from analysis because their survey email could not be matched to 

a learner i.d. Learning behaviors (videos watched, posts within forums, forum comments, forum views, grades on 

assessments, course grades earned) of 4063 survey respondents were tested for association with post-course career 

advancement using the non-parametric, Mann-Whitney U test to compare groups. The Benjamini & Hochberg 

(1995) method was used to control for false discovery rates: to verify that findings are not obtained solely due to 

running too many statistical tests.  

Findings and discussion 
Overall, the majority of learners reported that they experienced career benefits from Wharton Online MOOCs. 

4319 learners answered the question about career benefits, and 3158 (73.1%) reported career benefits, while 1161 

(26.9%) reported no benefits. Seven learning behaviors were examined: course performance (grades), videos 

watched in browser, assessment attempts, forum posts, forum comments, forum views, and the forum lurking 

ratio (forum views over forum posts). Each of these behaviors has been correlated with MOOC completion across 

multiple studies (Andres et al., 2016). However, only two of these seven behaviors—assessment attempts and 

videos watched in browser—correlated with career benefits (Table 1). Although forum activity has been correlated 

with post-course career development in earlier MOOCs (Wang et al., 2017), forum activity seems to have declined 

in more recent MOOCs (Poquet et al., 2018). One might reasonably assume that those learners who had higher 
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 grades would be more likely to report career benefits, yet that was not found. Correlation between assessment 

attempts and videos watched in browser could be due to grit (Wang & Baker, 2018) and/or self-regulated learning 

strategies (Kizilcec, Pérez-Sanagustin, et al., 2017), both of which have shown to be correlated to course 

completion. Another explanation for the correlation between assessment attempts and videos watched in a browser 

is the difficulty of the MOOC for learners. Learners who find the content new and/or more challenging may gain 

more knowledge and/or skills than those learners who engage less frequently with content. 

 

Table 1: Results of Mann Whitney U Test and Adjusted α for Learning Behaviors by Career Benefits 

 

Behavior Mann Whitney U Adjusted α 

Course Grades U(Nbenefits=2604, Nno benefits=935)=1171541, z=-1.711, p=.087 .021 

Assessment Attempts U(Nbenefits=2965, Nno benefits=1098)=1523776, z=-3.141, p=.002 .007 

Video Starts Browser U(Nbenefits=2965, Nno benefits=1098)=1538169, z=-2.796, p=.005 .014 

Forum Posts U(Nbenefits=2965, Nno benefits=1098)=16217951, z=-.653, p=.513 .043 

Forum Comments U(Nbenefits=2965, Nno benefits=1098)=1626243, z=-.081, p=.935 .05 

Forum Views U(Nbenefits=2965, Nno benefits=1098)=1626243, z=-.081, p=.935 .029 

Lurking Ratio U(Nbenefits=2965, Nno benefits=1098)=1610393, z=-1.050, p=.294 .036 

Conclusion 
The findings of this study show that the majority of learners who complete Wharton Online MOOCs report career 

benefits, particularly those who engage more with course content by attempting assessments more frequently and 

watching more videos in a browser. Because MOOCs can be taken by learners “in the flow of work” (Arets, 

2016), they may be a source of more immediate career benefits than residential degree programs. This research 

can provide guidance for faculty and instructional designers in developing interventions that encourage those 

learning behaviors that are correlated with career benefits and may be useful for learners seeking career benefits. 
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