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Abstract

The present study aimed to identify the indicators, components, and dimensions of interactive MOOCs in Iranian higher
education, with a particular emphasis on the humanities disciplines. The research method was applied in terms of purpose,
qualitative in terms of data type, cross-sectional regarding the time of data collection, and based on data collection methods
and the nature of the study, meta-synthesis and content analysis of interview texts. The statistical population consisted of
two parts: scientific documents and academic and organizational experts. A non-probability purposive sampling method was
employed based on the inclusion criteria for selecting the sample size. Data were collected through a systematic review of
the literature and semi-structured interviews. Data analysis in the qualitative part was performed using thematic analysis
with MaxQDA-V 18 software. The findings revealed that interactive MOOC:s in Iranian higher education with an emphasis
on the humanities consist of the following elements: a central phenomenon with the dimensions of educational content
(content quality, diversity of teaching methods), learner interaction (peer interaction, interaction with the instructor and the
online learning environment), and assessment (learner progress assessment and course effectiveness evaluation); causal
conditions with the dimensions of technological infrastructures (access to the internet and educational platforms), learning
content (diversity of course materials and compliance with standards), and social interactions (group collaboration,
communication with instructors, and creation of learning networks); strategies with the dimensions of content design and
development (diversity of educational content, structured organization, interaction, and participation) and development of
learning skills (self-directed learning, critical thinking and analysis, and communication skills); consequences with the
dimensions of academic achievement (improvement in learning and access to educational resources) and professional
development (increased job opportunities, enhancement of professional skills, and advancement of professional identity);
context with the dimensions of learning environment (physical and virtual design, learning culture, and cultural diversity)
and quality of education (faculty competence, teaching and assessment methods, and quality assurance of learning); and
barriers with the dimensions of technological barriers (system incompatibility, security and privacy issues), social barriers
(lack of social interaction, social pressures and cultural biases, and limited family support), and economic barriers (restricted
financial access, higher educational costs, and economic pressure on families).
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent years, the higher education landscape has undergone a profound transformation under the influence
of digital technologies, global educational reform, and the demand for more flexible learning opportunities.
Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) have emerged as one of the most significant innovations in this shift,
providing scalable, cost-effective, and globally accessible learning experiences (Barrenechea et al., 2023;
Mutawa, 2023). However, conventional MOOCs have been criticized for high dropout rates, limited learner
engagement, and a lack of interaction that undermines meaningful learning, especially in disciplines requiring
critical discussion and dialogic inquiry such as the humanities (Choudhury & Pattnaik, 2020; Rahimi, 2024).
To address these shortcomings, interactive MOOCs have evolved to foster learner—content, learner—learner,
and learner—instructor interactions by integrating dynamic tools, collaborative learning activities, and adaptive
evaluation mechanisms (Pham, 2025; Ramansyah et al., 2024).
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In Iran, higher education institutions have begun experimenting with MOOC:s as part of broader digital learning
strategies, but adoption remains uneven and mostly technologically driven rather than pedagogically informed
(Zebihei, 2021; Zinabadi & Mousavi, 2017). While existing initiatives have expanded access to courses and
resources, they often fail to integrate interactive features that support deep learning and professional
development in the humanities (Amini Abarquoi, 2021; Sohrabi Far, 2021). International research also
emphasizes the necessity of aligning MOOCs with local educational cultures and learner characteristics (Majid
& Fuada, 2020; Zaremohzzabieh et al., 2022). Such contextualization is essential for Iran, where cultural,
economic, and infrastructural variables can either facilitate or hinder the success of online learning ecosystems
(Ashrafi et al., 2020; Dehghani, 2020).

Additionally, the humanities present unique demands: they require critical reflection, open-ended dialogue,
and the development of soft skills such as communication and self-regulation. Interactive MOOCs appear well-
suited to address these needs by providing spaces for social presence, formative feedback, and collaborative
inquiry (Sofyan & Meinel, 2025; Williams, 2024). Moreover, new trends such as integrating artificial
intelligence and data analytics into MOOCs promise better personalization, adaptive learning pathways, and
timely support for learners (Wu et al., 2019; Zheng, 2025). Despite these advances, a comprehensive
framework to guide the design and evaluation of interactive MOOC:s for the Iranian humanities context has
been missing, leaving policy makers and educators without a robust evidence base for strategic decisions.
This study responds to this gap by systematically identifying the indicators, components, and dimensions of
interactive MOOC:s in Iranian higher education with a particular emphasis on the humanities. By synthesizing
literature and expert insights, the research proposes a model that integrates content, interaction, technology,
and contextual barriers into a coherent structure that can inform future educational design and policy (Meinert
et al., 2019; Willemse et al., 2019).

Methods and Materials

This research employed an applied qualitative approach, using a cross-sectional design to explore the
phenomenon of interactive MOOCs within Iranian higher education. Data collection was conducted in two
complementary stages. First, a systematic literature review was performed, drawing from academic databases,
research reports, and national policy documents to map the existing knowledge base. Second, semi-structured
interviews were conducted with academic and organizational experts, selected through purposive non-random
sampling based on inclusion criteria such as relevant experience in educational technology, curriculum design,
and digital pedagogy.

The data analysis used a meta-synthesis strategy combined with content analysis to generate a thematic
framework. All qualitative data, including transcripts and textual resources, were processed with MaxQDA -
V18 software to identify patterns, categories, and conceptual relationships. Iterative coding and constant
comparison ensured the reliability of theme generation, while member checking with some participants
enhanced the trustworthiness of the findings.

Findings

The analysis revealed that interactive MOOC:s in Iranian higher education with an emphasis on the humanities
are structured around six major dimensions: the central phenomenon, causal conditions, strategies,
consequences, context, and barriers.

The central phenomenon revolves around three primary components: educational content (emphasizing content
quality and diversity of teaching methods), learner interaction (including peer collaboration, instructor
engagement, and a rich online learning environment), and assessment (covering both learner progress
monitoring and course effectiveness evaluation).

Causal conditions consist of technological infrastructures, learning content alignment, and social interactions.
Robust and user-friendly digital platforms, reliable internet access, and secure systems emerged as
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prerequisites. Content diversity and compliance with academic standards were also seen as critical, while
supportive social networks foster collaboration and a sense of belonging.

The strategies dimension includes content design and development (structured organization, multimedia
integration, and participatory features) and the development of learning skills such as self-regulated learning,
critical thinking, analysis, and communication competencies. These strategies help transform passive
consumption of information into active, reflective engagement.

The consequences of implementing interactive MOOCs encompass both academic and professional outcomes.
Academic achievement improves through better access to resources, enhanced understanding, and more
effective feedback mechanisms. Professional development is facilitated by exposure to new skill sets, job-
related competencies, and expanded employability prospects.

The context dimension covers the learning environment and quality of education. Cultural diversity, learning
culture, and the qualifications of faculty are vital contextual enablers. Finally, barriers to implementation were
classified as technological (system incompatibility, security, and privacy issues), social (lack of peer and
family support, cultural prejudices, and social pressures), and economic (high educational costs and limited
financial access).

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings provide a holistic framework that both aligns with and extends prior scholarship on MOOCs and
digital learning. By identifying educational content, interaction, and assessment as the core of the central
phenomenon, the model underscores the shift from static, content-centered MOOCs toward participatory and
learner-driven environments (Willemse et al., 2019; Wu et al., 2019). This resonates with international calls
to enhance engagement and reduce dropout through richer interaction and adaptive pedagogy (Choudhury &
Pattnaik, 2020; Rahimi, 2024).

The recognition of causal conditions emphasizes that successful interactive MOOCs require robust digital
ecosystems. Prior work has highlighted the importance of accessible and secure technological infrastructures
(Ashrafi et al., 2020; Dehghani, 2020), and our model contextualizes these requirements for Iranian
universities where bandwidth variability and platform usability remain significant challenges (Zebihei, 2021).
Similarly, aligning course materials with cultural and academic standards while encouraging social interaction
responds to the dual need for relevance and community building (Majid & Fuada, 2020; Zaremohzzabieh et
al., 2022).

Strategically, the emphasis on skill development—including critical thinking and self-management—
addresses a long-standing weakness in humanities education in Iran (Amini Abarquoi, 2021; Sohrabi Far,
2021). The integration of interactive video, gamification, and blended models also aligns with recent evidence
that these methods enhance learner motivation and comprehension (Ramansyah et al., 2024; Sofyan &
Meinel, 2025; Williams, 2024). Additionally, the model’s acknowledgment of economic, social, and cultural
barriers is vital; without addressing these, the promise of interactive MOOC:s risks remaining inaccessible to
many students (Meinert et al., 2019; Zinabadi & Mousavi, 2017).

From a policy and practice perspective, this study fills a crucial knowledge gap by offering a validated structure
for designing and implementing interactive MOOCs in the humanities within Iran’s specific context. It
provides actionable insights for educational leaders aiming to integrate global best practices with local needs.
The proposed framework can support more resilient, inclusive, and future-ready higher education.

In conclusion, this research advances the understanding of interactive MOOCs by moving beyond generic
design recommendations toward a comprehensive, culturally sensitive model tailored for Iranian humanities
education. It offers a foundation for transforming online learning into a dynamic, skill-oriented, and socially
connected experience capable of meeting both academic and professional aspirations of students.
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