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Abstract. The paper discusses a blended learning approach to teaching 

academic writing using an externally created MOOC fully incorporated into 

the existing pedagogic design. The authors intend to demonstrate potentials 

and limitations of mixed model learning in the ESP classroom. To this day 

there has been little research of repurposing MOOCs for language classes, 

as they are usually more practical and interactive. However, the authors 

believe that the online component of the blended course creates an additional 

dimension for language acquisition and allows to address numerous general 

issues on academic writing which are not traditionally discussed in 

ESP/EAP classes. Based on the results of the case study conducted at RUDN 

university, the study outlines numerous benefits of blended learning 

trajectory. However, the investigation revealed a few challenges, some of 

which can be easily remedied, whereas others are of more problematic 

nature.  

1 Introduction 

Since the dawn of MOOC era there have been a few attempts to incorporate online courses 

in the existing offline academic curriculum. Initially MOOCs were intended as standalone 

courses designed by instructors to replace their on-site classes [1]. Later developments 

demonstrated some potential in creating a blended course that would incorporate both online 

and offline modules that would be seamlessly coupled and completing one another. The so-

called blended or hybrid approach to teaching was supposed to facilitate paradigmatic shift 

from traditional teacher-centric “chalk and talk” model to a more engaging pedagogic setting 

that would draw on guided discovery as well as independent self-paced learning, hence 

fostering learners’ engagement and overall satisfaction [2], [3]. According to past research 

[4] "it was the combination of elements in the treatment conditions (which was likely to have 

included additional learning time and material as well as additional opportunities for 

collaboration) that produced the observed learning advantages". Early stage blended courses 

were created as support modules by the on-site instructors, meaning the same person designed 

both online and offline course components [2], [5], [6]. However, due to complex and 

expensive nature of MOOC production, the major part of MOOCs nowadays are created by 

leading HE entities, whereas the remaining academic community is engaged in a challenging 
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activity of repurposing and implementing the online courses created by third parties, into 

existing academic curriculum [7], [8], [9]. These days a few hybrid models have been 

implemented by various HE entities, each of them aiming at benefitting from the existing 

MOOCs [7], [9]. Zhan [7] outlines 5 models of hybrid learning based on rationale behind 

incorporating a MOOC in existing curriculum: 

- using components of one or several MOOCs as learning objects (e.g. quizzes, 

videos, etc) for the existing on-site course; 

- flipping the classroom approach, one or several MOOCs are reviewed by learners 

independently, followed by on-site discussion with the instructor as well as peers; 

- replacing the on-site course with MOOC, followed up by in-house formative 

assessment, based on MOOC content to avoid cheating and plagiarism; 

- transferring credits granted for MOOCs once the online courses fit in the curriculum 

of the HE entity; 

- providing various educational services to MOOC participants, i.e. access to 

libraries, providing space for local learning groups, tuition, conferences and job 

fairs. 

More recent research [10] offers 6 models of coupling on-site and off-site instruction: 

- the first, MOOC-based part of the course is fully online, whereas the second part is 

entirely on-site; 

- flipping the classroom: independent MOOC-based learning at home with on-site 

follow-up discussions and clarifications with peers and instructors; 

- canned digital teaching and tutoring: independent off-site MOOC-based learning 

coupled with personalized tutoring by faculty members during office hours on 

request; 

- canned digital teaching in face-to-face courses: MOOCs are used as recommended 

textbooks; 

- digital interventions: live or remote expert tutoring as a part of residential courses; 

- canned digital teaching with remote tutoring: MOOC-based courses with no face-

to-face interaction apart from tutor video-conferences. 

Despite a number of exciting pedagogic opportunities hybrid courses present certain 

challenges, especially when it comes to departing from traditional teacher-centric model and 

focusing on learners’ performance. Therefore exploring opportunities and limitations of 

MOOCs in language classrooms, their role in enhancing L2 productive skills, needs further 

study. 

2 Methodology 

The paper presents a case study which was set at RUDN university, Moscow. The academic 

writing course is typically offered every year to 4th year Bachelor’s, Master’s and PhD 

students as a part of ESP curriculum. Due to the demand to increase students’ international 

academic activity, the module was introduced as a part of existing ESP course. Because of 

limited hours allocated to face-to-face tuition, it was decided to draw on existing educational 

resources and incorporate a MOOC on academic writing as an off-site module, the 

expectation was to create another educational dimension, increase learners’ exposure to 
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academic L2 in self-paced independent environment. A few criteria were offered for selecting 

a MOOC for the online module: 

- correlation between MOOC content and existing curriculum; 

- time constraints – the course had to fully take part in the first semester of 2018-2019 

academic year; 

- brief consistent presentation 

The course was offered to 3 groups of students (overall 48 people) enrolled in academic 

writing programme. The students’ language proficiency was B2-C1 according to CEFR and 

based on previously taken Cambridge certificate tests. The students were requested to register 

for the course “How to write and publish a scientific paper” by École Polytechnique, which 

was offered on coursera.org in November-December 2018. The course includes 5 modules. 

In each module, there is a set of video lectures, and a set of review questions intended to 

provide the essential knowledge of the scientific communities on how to build a research 

paper. The course is described as one prepared by PhD students for PhD students. The 

learners were required to enroll and complete the course on Coursera platform – watch video-

lectures, complete quizzes and written assignments. Participation in discussion forums was 

optional. Upon completion of the online tasks the students were asked to make screenshots 

and email them to the instructor, their results contributed to their overall semester scores for 

ESP. The instructor allocated time during the on-site class for the follow-up discussion of the 

MOOC modules. The students were required to complete the online course within 8 weeks, 

which is half as fast as suggested by the designed curriculum. The rationale behind breaking 

the course in smaller chunks was in more detailed discussion of offered materials. In post-

Soviet Russia written assignments are not typical for HE entities, for the majority of students 

writing a research paper is the first experience of independent academic writing.  

Table 1 shows the rough layout of the academic writing course. The middle column 

describes on-site activities, in class the learners were instructed on general academic 

vocabulary, introduced to Academic Phrasebank guidelines . The right column presents the 

MOOC curriculum.  

Table 1. Academic writing course. 

Week In-class activities MOOC lecture topics 

1 Academic vocabulary: key 

nouns, verbs, adjectives and 

adverbs. 

Why publish a research paper? 

Who is your scientific 

community? 

2 Academic vocabulary: word 

combinations. 

How journals work? 

Communication with editorial 

board. Copyright issues. 

3 Ways of talking about 

sources, facts, evidence and 

data, numbers and statistics. 

Finding good literature. Managing 

your references. Tools for storing 

references. 

4 Ways of talking about graphs 

and diagrams, cause and 

effect, ideas, reporting what 

others say, analysis of results. 

Research design: formulating a 

research question. Coherence of 

research: literature, methodology, 

research question and conclusion, 

enriching comprehension of 

literature. 
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5 Talking about meaning. 

Talking about points of view. 

Presenting an argument. 

Structure of paper: key 

components, do I write in linear 

order? 

6 Summarizing and 

paraphrasing. 

How to write an abstract. 

Bibliography styles. 

7 Organizing your writing. 

Describing research methods. 

Classifying.  

After writing: checklist before 

submitting a paper. 

8 Evaluation and emphasis. 

Summary and conclusion.  

Managing reviews, introducing 

corrections and re-submitting. 

 

 

In a few instances there is misalignment of the on-site activities and online module, 

therefore additional time was allocated for in-class discussion of independently acquired 

knowledge. This approach draws on the assumption that on-site instruction includes 

immediate corrective feedback and peer discussion to enhance academic vocabulary building 

process. Whereas the online lecture-based component addresses understanding of academic 

processes from the most generic perspective and does not require specific attention of L2 

instructor. Both components of the course had independent homework assignments, however, 

the on-site part of the course was wrapped around the online curriculum providing linguistic 

input for the notions that were covered in video-lectures.  

3 Results 

Upon completion of the academic writing module the students were asked to complete a 

Likert Scale based survey. The students were made aware that the survey was a part of 

blended learning in ESP research and that their instructor was interested in anonymous 

evaluation of their perceptions of the course. The students were also asked to provide 

informal de-identified remarks on their attitude towards blended learning experience. 45 

students out of 48 completed the survey, yielding a 93% response rate. Overall, the students 

demonstrated enthusiastic attitude towards blended learning experience and appreciated the 

online component of the course. Among positive aspects they mentioned: 

- Clear bottom-up structure of the course; 

- Appealing presentation, great idea of a MOOC designed and delivered by students; 

- Convenient self-paced learning strategy; 

- Valuable information on international publication standards. 

The students did not participate in online discussion forums; however, they considered an 

on-site weekly follow-up a very useful component of the course. The participants considered 

vocabulary building sessions very useful, they pointed that corrective feedback was essential 

for better understanding of academic vocabulary, homework assignments were described as 

challenging yet beneficial, 70% of the students were very satisfied with the on-site tuition 

module, 17% satisfied and 13% neutral. 

Nevertheless, the coupling of the on-site and online course modules presented a few 

challenges to the learners. The major challenge pointed out by the students was misalignment 

of the weekly offerings. They mentioned that they would prefer a greater degree of 

integration of the material covered in video lectures in the on-site materials, a few students 

arrived to a similar conclusion that although both parts of the course were valuable and 

informative, they would benefit from better alignment. As novice writers they would prefer 
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classroom activities to directly derive from the video lectures and materials covered online. 

However, supervision of writing a research paper lies outside the domain of ESP classroom 

and the L2 instructor does not possess necessary expertise to guide through the entire writing 

process. Having said that, academic English class can not be limited to building academic 

vocabulary, summarizing and paraphrasing skills, therefore introduction to writing and 

publishing a research paper must be a valuable component of the academic writing course. 

4 Conclusion 

A MOOC on academic writing can be useful for novice writers, especially in the blended 

context with the instructor facilitating follow-up sessions. Outsourcing the introduction to 

global academic community yielded overall positive feedback. However, the participants of 

the course pointed at coupling challenges, which refer to alignment of online and in-class 

components of the course. Some of the students were not entirely satisfied with the degree of 

interdependency of online and offline modules. There are a few reasons for such coupling 

approach: 1) the skills offered by the MOOC are not covered by the current university 

curriculum, however, they are the skills graduate students must be efficient in; 2) the follow-

up on-site sessions were designed to specifically address challenges the students came across 

when completing the MOOC; 3) the MOOC was an overload for the instructor and greater 

cohesion would require even more time and effort on the instructor’s side.  
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