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Abstract

:

Massive open online courses (MOOCs) have been called the biggest innovation in education in 200 years for their unique attribute of being open and free to any individual with Internet access; however, their high dropout rate has led many people to be concerned or dubious about their effectiveness and applicability. The applicability of MOOCs in English for specific purposes (ESP) courses (in this case, hospitality English) needs more empirical evidence; the present study intends to help fill this gap and extend our current understanding of this issue. This study followed a grounded theory methodology to develop a theoretical model based on a constant dialogue between collected data and the literature. The results suggest that most participants had positive perceptions of language MOOCs (LMOOCs) in general, but some doubted their applicability. Most participants said they would continue to use LMOOCs for learning, depending on the attributes of specific courses. Based on the extracted data, a conceptual model for the applicability of LMOOCs is proposed.
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1. Introduction


Web-based learning has indeed engendered a brand-new paradigm for teaching and learning [1,2,3]. Scholars such as Jones et al. [4] and Shadiev et al. [5] postulate that students’ analytic and interpersonal skills can be enhanced through socialization or cooperative learning in virtual environments [6]. Massive online open courses (MOOCs) are one innovative product of these technological and educational developments, in which course design mentality has shifted from being curriculum oriented to experience oriented [7]. Despite the fact that MOOCs have been used worldwide, the number of language learners who adopt them for learning remains limited [8] because only a handful of MOOCs are specifically designed for language learning and teaching [9]. In the field of language education research, pertinent studies on MOOCs are rather sparse [10]; to extend our current understanding of the effectiveness of language MOOCs (LMOOCs), more empirical evidence is needed to serve as a rationale for future application.



MOOCs have been described as “the biggest innovation to happen in education for 200 years” [11] for their unique attribute of being open and free to any individual with Internet access, which allows the courses to be “massive” in terms of the number of students involved [12,13]. However, some scholars, such as Romeo [14] and Jackson [15], have raised concerns about their actual applicability in education. A high dropout rate is a major challenge for all MOOC designers [16,17,18,19]. Although it is unsound and unfair to evaluate the quality of a course by completion rate alone, a high dropout rate still leads people to reconsider the applicability of MOOCs [20,21]. Hence, it is of great importance to determine the supporting factors to increase the sustainability of MOOCs [22].



In most MOOCs, instruction is usually delivered via video clips, and some activities have peer interaction [2,23]. In this sense, it can seem as if the developers have simply digitalized education and delivered it through online platforms without deliberating how to encourage learners to continue to participate or how to enhance their motivation for learning [24]. Even so, the affordances of MOOCs—breaking down limits of time and space and bringing in learners with various cultural, linguistic, and geographic backgrounds into one class through the Internet—can possibly realize social learning and enable learners to more effectively construct their own knowledge. For this reason, it is a topic worthy of researchers’ attention, and turning MOOCs into effective tools will enable every learner who is eager to learn to have access to learning materials [17,25], including LMOOCs. The present study was designed to explore the applicability of LMOOCs for English as a foreign language (EFL) learners to learn hospitality English. Three research questions were addressed:




	
How do learners in hospitality English courses perceive their learning experience with LMOOCs?



	
What are their underlying reasons for using LMOOCs for hospitality English?



	
What are the biggest benefits and challenges they have encountered in their experience using LMOOCs for hospitality English?








To answer these questions, this paper first reviews pertinent research. Then, the methodology is described and the results of the study are presented. Then, a conceptual model is developed based on the results, and suggestions for future research and teaching practice are proposed. A brief conclusion follows.




2. Literature Review


2.1. Theory of Social Learning and MOOCs


It has been postulated that humans can learn new things through observing, understanding, and imitating [26]. The theory of social learning was proposed by Albert Bandura [27]; it posits that learning is a process wherein learners trigger learning mechanisms through observing and imitating others’ behaviors or interactions, acquiring new knowledge accordingly. In other words, social learning points out the importance of interactions between peers, with the environment, or both for the initiation of cognitive behavior [28]. Based on this theory, social learning aims to cultivate an individual’s active learning habits, so that new knowledge will no longer be learned through a one-way infusion but will be constructed through interactions [29]. The concept of social learning can be suitably implemented via MOOCs in situations where students are able to learn through observing individual or social interactions that respond to the model built by the instructor [30].



With respect to engagement with MOOCs, Hill [31] identified five types of learners. According to their level of engagement, they are no-shows (who register but never log in), observers (who log in and read the materials but never take part in any activities), drop-ins (who occasionally participate in activities), passive participants (who routinely log in to the course but do not partake in activities), and active participants (who fully engage in the course). Furthermore, Anderson, et al. [32] analyzed learners’ engagement patterns in MOOCs with a set of large-scale trace data and proposed a taxonomy of five behavioral patterns corresponding to five types of learners: viewers (who view the MOOC materials and submit few assignments), solvers (who submit assignments for grades but seldom view the lectures), all-rounders (who maintain a balance between viewing the materials and submitting assignments), collectors (who download materials from MOOCs but submit few assignments), and bystanders (who register but seldom engage in course activities). The researchers also emphasized that an individual’s engagement in a MOOC is different from engagement in the offline world and stressed that further exploration into the underlying reasons for this disparity was necessary.



In a MOOC, learners with various backgrounds can be placed on the same platform; empirical evidence indicates that if a class is composed of students with different personality traits and learning styles, this will promote learning motivation [33,34]. Furthermore, such socialization enables learners to fortify their knowledge acquisition [35], as captured in Vygotsky’s “scaffolding” concept, which emphasizes the importance of interactions [36]. This implies that pedagogy should be focused on the issues of why and how individuals learn instead of what they are learning [37]. Importantly, even if learners are not actively involved in the learning process, meaningful learning can still take place [38]. Specifically in the context of MOOCs, learners may be able to match courses to their passive learning style and how they internalize learning content through passively meaningful learning [39].




2.2. MOOCs for Language Learning (LMOOCs)


The term “language MOOC” (LMOOC) was coined by Bárcena and Martín-Monje [40] to indicate “dedicated Web-based online courses for second languages with unrestricted access and potentially unlimited participation.” As Ding and Shen [41] pointed out, LMOOCs are different from other MOOCs in two aspects. First, LMOOCs offer a greater variety of content, such as topics and learning activities, as well as materials for learning. Another difference concerns the role played by instructional videos in LMOOCs; rather than pre-recorded lectures, videos serve as a vital language source with authenticity for learners’ socialization. Perifanou [42] also argued that social interactions and collaborations among learners can be promoted with LMOOCs. Because of these special attributes, learners using LMOOCs engage with them in varying degrees [41]. For example, LMOOC learners tend to disengage selectively from some topics or activities even though they are highly autonomous.



According to Beirne et al. [43], 143 LMOOCs are offered worldwide and the number is still growing. LMOOCs have been deemed as “the most attractive, criticized and polemic of all types of online language courses” [44], and they have attracted increasing attention in the field of language education [45,46]. Previous studies on LMOOCs reported both positive and negative comments by students. The most frequently mentioned benefits include flexibility and a stress-free environment. Additionally, learners’ communicative competence may be enriched through interactions with others, and LMOOCs are considered to be suitable as the platform [47]. Nonetheless, it still seems challenging to create adequate socialization in the virtual environment [48]. Moreover, as Bárcena et al. [40] pointed out, language learning is rather complex because “it is both skill-based and knowledge-based” and various types of capabilities need to be carefully included in LMOOCs; hence, foreign language may not be an ideal subject for MOOCs. Obstacles still exist and need to be overcome by LMOOC users (including instructors, administrators, and students) [49], and more empirical evidence is needed in order to provide suggestions for the practice of using LMOOCs in language learning and teaching [23].





3. Methodology


3.1. Research Context


The LMOOC of this study was designed for anyone interested in learning English for a specific purpose, i.e., to work in the airline industry. The title was “English for Airline Cabin Service.” Information about this LMOOC was disseminated through the networks of the National Kaohsiung University of Hospitality and Tourism (NKUHT) in Taiwan; additionally, some private aviation training schools also helped to circulate the information to their students. This course was designed and implemented by NKUHT, where the delivery mainframe is housed. This English for Airline Cabin Service LMOOC consisted of three major components: video, grammar, and test (please refer to Figure 1 for details).



In addition to these three parts, a forum was also created for interactions, as suggested by Martín-Monje and Barcena [50]. Learners could raise questions about the course content, and their peers who knew the answers could respond. The design and pilot test ran for four months and had good results (e.g., the contents of these LMOOCs were in line with the goal of this course and smoothness of the platform); the course was then ready for learners to register. The course went into operation in February 2019, and after three months of operation, focus groups were convened in order to collect qualitative data to address the research questions. The course lasted for three months, and the last round of interviews was conducted in September 2019.




3.2. Grounded Theory


Given both the innovative platform for language learning that LMOOCs provide and the need to address the gap in the literature described above, grounded theory is the appropriate methodological choice [51,52]. Grounded theory is defined as “the discovery of theory from data systematically obtained from social research” [53] (p. 2), which makes it a preferable research method to reflect the ever-changing reality of psychosocial processes [54]. Using grounded theory as the methodology can help to reveal some insights about EFL learners’ viewpoints on the applicability of LMOOCs for learning English. Detailed information about the implementation of grounded theory follows below, and the process of data collection, coding, and concept generation is presented in Figure 2.




3.3. Participants


In keeping with grounded theory, theoretical sampling was administered to “refine ideas, not to increase the size of the original sample” [55] (p. 519). With this goal in mind, three focus groups with five members each were recruited (following a suggestion by Nyumba et al. [56]), for a total of 15 participants. There were 189 learners who registered for this LMOOC, but only 21 completed it, for a completion rate of 11%. These participants were chosen based upon four conditions: geographic location (northern, central, and southern Taiwan), gender (three female and two male participants for each group), and their total login time and login frequency. One aim of this present study is to understand the underlying reasons for EFL learners’ willingness to use (or reasons for not using) LMOOCs; hence, one-third of participants’ login time fell within one standard deviation of the average length of time (6.3 h), whereas the remaining two-thirds were equally above and below the interval. Focus group interviews were selected as a means of collecting data because of the group dynamics that arise, which can generate more insightful, richer data in a shorter period of time due to the social interaction among group members [57]. The three groups were formed according to the three metropolitan areas where most of the participants resided (northern, central, and southern Taiwan). All participants consented to take part in the interviews and were informed that they could withdraw from the research if they felt uncomfortable and there would be no penalty. Detailed information about the focus group interviewees is reported in Table 1. More importantly, the number of contacts with each participant and the length of each contact [58] (p. 117) were also captured by the present study.



After the participants were selected, and their informed consent was collected, each was given a code name based on demographic characteristics. For example, a female student from northern Taiwan assigned number 2 was coded as NF2, and a male student from southern Taiwan assigned number 3 was SM3. Additionally, since data collection and analyses were reciprocal, multiple rounds of interviews took place; therefore, another numerical code was given to each piece of collected data according to which interview session it was collected in. Thus, a piece of data collected from a male student from central Taiwan assigned number 1 in the first interview would be CM1-1.




3.4. Interview Questions


Chenitz and Swanson [59] suggested that unstructured interviewing should be the norm for data collection based on grounded theory, which was adopted by the present study to acquire data that were not “uncontaminated” by existing theory [60]. Interview questions for this study were mainly derived from three proposed research questions based on a review of relevant literature, but detailed questions were generated based on the interviewer’s sensitivity toward the interviewees’ responses. According to the principle of theoretical sensitivity, which plays a significant role in grounded theory [61], researchers should enter the research site with profound knowledge about the issues but without preconceived notions [62]. Sample questions included “What do you like and dislike about LMOOCs the most?” and “What is your experience of using LMOOCs?” The iterative nature of grounded theory requires researchers to move between data and emerging theoretical categories; therefore, interview questions were revised according to the responses, or follow-up questions were asked to clarify vague points or interviewees’ responses [63]. Examples of interview questions developed based on the research questions are presented in Table 2.




3.5. Data Collection


This research adopted grounded theory analysis (GTA) to elicit insightful information about students’ viewpoints on the applicability of LMOOCs. To ensure the quality of a grounded theory study, which is conducted on the premise of rich, empirical, original, and trustworthy data that can reflect complex psychosocial processes [54], a principle of theoretical saturation is adopted in data collection, which means collecting data until new data do not add more insights [54,64,65,66,67].



In this study, a series of focus group interviews was conducted until theoretical saturation was met. Two moderators presided over the interviews to facilitate group interaction and pace the process so all participants would feel at ease and share their viewpoints. With the consent of all participants, interviews were video-recorded, and transcripts were created based on the recordings. Since the transcripts of the first interview were coded, memo writing was used to depict the relationships among concepts. Memos in this context are sense-making tools that inform us of the underlying meanings of codes and further move them to the conceptual level by linking similar points [63]. Detailed information about the iterative process of grounded theory adopted by the present study is given in Figure 3. In total, four rounds of interviews were conducted to reach data saturation.




3.6. Data Coding, Categorization, and Theory Building


Data coding is the most important task to construct meaning from collected data in GTA [68]. Three steps are taken to eventually build a theory [69]: thematic analysis, generation of affinities or variables, and analysis of interrelationship digraph. In the thematic analysis phase, the process of identifying patterns within qualitative data is undertaken to discover the theme and further make sense of it [70]. Moreover, there should be three levels of coding [69] and constant comparative analysis for coding and category development through inductive processes [71]. Level 1 coding breaks the verbatim transcript into smaller basic, yet meaningful ideas, which leads to level 2 coding, and by comparing these small units of ideas, patterns can be identified accordingly. Since the interview questions of this research were designed to address specific research questions, theoretical rather than inductive thematic analysis was adopted [72]. Level 3 coding mainly focuses on systematically summarizing and organizing abstract constructs from themes extracted in level 2. Throughout the whole coding process, we followed Williams and Mosers’s advice [68] that the researchers should “read and re-read interview transcriptions, field notes, and associated data sources involved in the data collection searching for thematic connectivity leading to thematic patterns.”



Once the abstract constructs are recognized, the generation of affinities or variables is initiated and thematically defined clusters can then be labelled as affinities, which are elicited through a series of delicate examinations on the logic and meaning of analyzed themes. The last step of GTA is interrelationship digraph analysis, and the interrelationships between affinities linked through cross-examinations of the associative connotations and the direction of their relationship (i.e., which is the driver and which is the outcome) is determined based on the participants’ comments [69]. These steps were iterative; as Charmaz [64] noted, “Data collection, analysis and resultant theory generation has a reciprocal relationship ... it requires a constant interplay between the researcher and the data.” The application of grounded theory for theory building was undertaken in the following steps, which was in line with the method adopted by Soares and Oliveira [73]:




	
Transcribe the interviews and organize EFL learners’ feedback about LMOOCs.



	
Identify the codes based on the interviewees’ feedback.



	
Verify the definition of the main network between the codes.



	
Identify new codes for pros and cons of using LMOOCs for ESP learning.



	
Construct a new network between new codes and specific codes for use of LMOOCs.



	
Mark excerpts in the texts, referring to the interview transcripts with the new codes.



	
Identify common factors among codes.



	
Define the substance of EFL learners’ viewpoints on LMOOCs, including advantages and disadvantages.










4. Results


4.1. RQ 1: How Do You, Learners in Hospitality English Courses, Perceive Your Learning Experience with LMOOCs?


Out of the 15 participants in this study, 12 considered their experience learning with LMOOCs to be positive and suggested that the learning platform was convenient and helpful for them. They considered that their learning experience with LMOOCs and other MOOCS were similar. Most of the positive statements on both types of MOOC were collected in the first or second focus group interviews; for instance:


I like to use LMOOCs very much. [An LMOOC] is more convenient then other e-learning platforms because it has more functionalities (e.g., multimodal materials and opportunities to interact with other learners) than other e-learning platforms that I have used.



(NM1-1)







Another participant in the same focus group supported this statement right after hearing it and raised some intriguing points stemming from his experience learning subject matter with the MOOC:


[O]h yes, I totally agree with him [NM1], the convenience of the MOOC is the main reason for me to use it. Nevertheless, there are more attributes which attracted me to use it. These attributes include [that it is] multimodal, open, easy to access, and, more importantly, it fits my unstable learning time, because I had a job at a hotel and I had to be on duty at different times.



(NM2-1)







Participants in other focus groups expressed similar views. Most made positive statements about MOOCs in their first focus group meeting; however, from the second interview on, some participants (seven out of 15) started to express different views between LMOOCs and other MOOCs. For example, participants FC4 and FS3 said that they preferred in-person interaction because the service industry is a “people industry”, and it is quite important for prospective workers to have interpersonal skills; equally important, interactions are also critical for language learning, particularly for communicative competence, which, these participants argued, would be hard to enrich with LMOOCs.


I have to admit that I like the flexibility of MOOCs. However, I found out that not being able to physically interact with others was the greatest drawback which could not be compensated [for] with convenience.



(CF4-2)







Another participant expressed a similar opinion at another focus group meeting but tackled the issue from a different angle:


[T]he more I used MOOCs, I gradually realized something that MOOCs just could not function very well, which refers to the warmth and affection which a positive teacher–student relationship may harness to learning.



(SM2-2)







While participant SM2-2 did not explicitly or directly mention that LMOOCs cannot provide the same benefits as physical interactions for language learning, he did point out that what is missing in MOOCs (for either language or other subjects) is teacher–student relationships. Another participant pointed out his concern that human learning might be reshaped by the technology:


I enjoy the convenience and usefulness of MOOCs, but I just feel that I should not be conditioned by the computer.



(CM5-3)







Here, another downside common to LMOOCs and other MOOCs was raised by participant CM5-3; participant CF4 agreed with that and followed up:


I have to say that I have been kind of conditioned by MOOCs. Explicitly, I opened another window for the MOOC when I was at work and checked if there was anything going on or new feeds there. I don’t know if it is good or bad, but it just turned out to be like this.



(CF4-3)







In summary, participants shared their viewpoints about their personal learning experience with LMOOCs that differentiate them from other MOOCs. The major difference was not being able to enrich language learning through face-to-face interactions, a drawback that cannot be compensated for by the convenience of MOOCs. As for similarities, participants started with positive perceptions of both, mainly focused on convenience and flexibility. Nevertheless, after a while, some participants had concerns about (L)MOOCs and said they were worried about being conditioned by them, which meant that their lifestyles had been somewhat affected by (L)MOOCs. These participants tended to be too reliant on technology, and this situation implied that they might learn less effectively with traditional classroom instruction, where the ecosystem would be different.




4.2. RQ2: What Are Your Underlying Reasons for Using LMOOCs to Learn Hospitality English?


After identifying the participants’ perceptions of using LMOOCs, we further aimed to understand the underlying reasons why they did or did not intend to continue using them. In various focus group interviews, participants who had positive perceptions focused on the convenience of LMOOCs and the diversity of participants that can be convened.


It is indeed very convenient to use LMOOCs to learn. On the other hand, some of my natural born abilities, e.g., my working memory capacity and attention span, seemed to vanish because of the convenience of MOOCs. … I did not need to remember some details taught by the instructor because all I had to do was to re-play the video clip or went back to the previous page.



(SM2-2)






[O]ne of the impressive affordances of LMOOCs is that I had the chance to interact with others who I did not know and I felt really comfortable about it.



(CF1-2)







Another participant pointed out that she generally appreciated the affordances of MOOCs but did not think it was a good idea to learn English via LMOOC:


I will continue to use MOOCs to learn different subjects, but not hospitality English, because MOOCs lack one of the most essential aspects of hospitality English, face-to-face interaction.



(SF1-2)






I believe that I will use LMOOCs in my future study of hospitality or English courses because it is really convenient to me, and to me, flexibility is everything because of my unusual schedule.



(NM2-1)







Another participant, who did not speak often in the interviews, also commented on this question. Although she had been shy, she paid close attention to what the others were saying. She raised the following point:


I like LMOOCs and I will keep on using them in hospitality as well as other English courses because of my introverted personality. I feel more comfortable interacting with people in virtual environments.



(SF4-3)







Participant SM2 stated that he would not use LMOOCs for the following reasons:


I don’t think I will use MOOCs in the future because I think the instructor and other learners ignored my responses all the time. I don’t know why, but I just logged off and have not used it after a few times of being ignored. … Being ignored in the virtual world also hurts.



(SM2-2)







Participants SF4 and SF5 in the same group seemed to agree with him by nodding their heads. To confirm their meaning and understand their thinking, we asked a follow-up question: “What did you do if you were ignored by the instructor or your peers?” They responded as follows:


[W]ell, I understood that sometimes the instructor or other participants probably did not understand my questions or statement and therefore did not know how to make proper responses, so I felt quite all right. … Nevertheless, I would feel much better if someone could respond to my questions or statements.



(SF4-2)






I am not sure if I have had experience of being ignored by anyone in the LMOOC, but I just don’t like that kind of feeling.



(SF5-2)







Thus, overall, when participants were asked about the underlying reasons why they did or did not intend to continue learning with LMOOCs, positive reasons included the opportunity to interact with peers of various cultural and educational backgrounds, and that it enabled learners with introverted personalities or different learning styles to fit in. In terms of reasons not to continue, they noted that LMOOCs lack face-to-face interaction, which they considered to be the essence of language learning, and suggested that this would be the greatest downside for participants. Some of them also said that being ignored by instructors or peers was a reason not to continue. After considering the pros and cons of LMOOCs, nine of the 15 participants said they wished to continue using LMOOCs.




4.3. RQ3: What Are the Biggest Benefits and Challenges You Have Encountered in Your Experience Using LMOOCs to Learn Hospitality English?


Most participants talked about benefits in the first two focus interviews but gradually started to discuss the challenges they experienced in the last interview. For example, participants SF5 and NF4 talked about the benefits of LMOOCs in the first interview:


[T]he LMOOC was fantastic because I can retrieve any information about the subject matter anytime, anywhere, because they are just there and they never disappear as long as I have internet access.



(SF5-1)






[T]o me, the greatest benefit about LMOOCs was that I can get to observe others’ interactions and learn something from them. Other than this, I personally consider myself a slow learner and I have to take time to digest newly acquired information and I could take time with LMOOCs.



(NF4-1)







In the latter interviews, these two participants talked about challenges more than benefits, and intriguingly, the benefits they had previously mentioned turned out to involve strong challenges as well:


I am still fond of the convenience of LMOOCs, but somehow I felt it challenging for me to use it. … The problem is not LMOOCs, but me. I got lazy way too easy and without [an] external driver.



(SF5-3)






[A]s I mentioned before, I like to learn new things through observing others first, but the thing is that not so many participants [came to] interact via LMOOC gradually and therefore I had no one to observe.



(NF4-2)







The benefit of LMOOCs that participants brought up in this round of interviews was that they were able to learn by observing others’ interactions and disregard the affective filter they might have in a traditional class. On the other hand, the challenge they faced was that they had too much latitude with the LMOOC; unless they were extremely motivated, they would gradually drop out. After analyzing the qualitative data, a conceptual model of the applicability of MOOCs in hospitality English based on the framework analysis was developed (Figure 4).



As shown in the model, the benefits of LMOOCs described by the participants are related to flexibility or convenience, both aspects of the platform’s functionality. The concept of affordance refers to the relationship between a user and an object (here, a particular device or virtual environment) [74]. Given that this study reveals downsides, including a lack of face-to-face interaction and being ignored by peers or instructors, which may be easier to overcome in traditional classrooms through contextual cues or body language, the affordances of LMOOCs can only be fully appreciated when such environmental factors are taken into account along with functionality.





5. Discussion, Limitations, and Implications


The lack of a sound framework for institutions and practitioners hinders the development of MOOCs [75]. The present study was designed inductively to elicit insightful information about the applicability of LMOOCs. This study adopted grounded theory to interpret the data and identify issues faced by this underexplored learning platform. The results of the data analysis show some findings that deserve further discussion.



The findings of this study shed light on participants’ viewpoints on their learning experience with LMOOCs, and both upsides and downsides were identified. Over half of the participants would continue to use LMOOCs for English language learning. This study further explores the reasons why they would or would not continue to use LMOOCs. Subsequently, we went on to investigate the benefits and challenges participants have encountered in their experience of using LMOOCs to learn English. The benefits participants mentioned in the interviews included the flexibility and convenience of LMOOCs, echoing a study by Schulze and Scholz [76]. Flexibility is an important factor in the sustainability of an online course [77], and in this study, it involved “making it possible to observe others,” “fitting learners’ various personalities,” and “allowing interactions with different learners,” items that reflect the theory of social learning [33,34,78]. In contrast, convenience items such as “allowing retrieval of materials” and “helping learners learn and acquire knowledge” are advantages of computer-assisted learning (CAL). CAL first appeared in the 1950s as computers were introduced to educational practice and can be defined as “learning procedures and environments facilitated through computers” [79] (p. 93). The rapid development of information communication technology has propelled CAL into a new web-based practice to improve the efficiency of learning [80]. Results of the present study on the convenience of LMOOCs reflect the advantages of web-based CAL [80,81].



Most participants agreed that the functionality of LMOOCs enabled them to learn under conditions of greatly reduced time and space, in line with the findings of Ryan et al. [82]. Such an advantage may be only partly perceived by today’s learners, who are considered “digital natives,” having grown up with technological savvy for the daily application of technical tools, and may, thus, take them for granted [83]. In this context, the ability of LMOOCs to disseminate knowledge in a virtual environment can be deemed a natural evolution of education. As Gaver [84] explained, the affordances of a specific technology are its inherent and important properties, and the aforementioned functionality provided by the virtual environment can, thus, be viewed as the key affordance of MOOCs [85].



Alongside the affordances, some downsides were also expressed by participants. For example, their interest in learning and/or their motivation to learn with LMOOCs seemed to wane after a few sessions. In this case, the lack of intimacy experienced in face-to-face interactions was the main reason for participants’ lack of motivation; thus, MOOC designers would be well advised to include more collaborative activities [86] or combine pure LMOOCs with traditional classroom teaching, as suggested by Wang et al. [87], because it still seems to be challenging to create adequate socialization in a virtual environment [76].



However, when planning collaborative activities in MOOCs, participants’ willingness to engage is another issue for discussion. In this study, some participants said they preferred to observe others on MOOCs but not actively engage, which echoes a rationale of the theory of social learning [38]. This preference stemmed from their personality traits or learning styles; they did not elaborate whether social identity was a barrier but did mention being ignored by the instructor or peers, and it remains to be clarified whether being ignored in this way was a result of their social identity. This study, thus, suggests that it is vital for MOOC instructors who wish to foster interactions to make sure that no students are isolated, because being ignored by others can activate the pain matrix of the brain [88,89].



Another issue that was raised was whether observation itself can be considered a form of engagement in social interactions, in that learners will place themselves in the “silent period” when building up their own knowledge by listening and observing [23,90]. Future research on learners’ engagement in LMOOCs could also take this issue into consideration. Furthermore, the issue of demotivation while learning a language in conventional learning contexts has been addressed by scholars such as Kikuchi [91] and Sasaki and Kikuchi [92]; whether this issue will be alleviated or exacerbated in LMOOCs might be an interesting topic for future investigation.



At the same time, the effectiveness of learning through observing others on MOOCs makes it worth the effort to conduct further exploration. A study on memory and the adoption of the Internet indicated that when learners realize that the information they need is always there on the Internet and they do not need to dedicate effort to remember it, the cognitive consequences are drastic [93]. Some participants in the present study stated that one of the benefits of learning with MOOCs happened to be the affordance that the learning materials are always available on the platform. More empirical evidence will be needed to examine whether such an affordance will compensate for the above mentioned cognitive alteration.



In light of the present research, we call for such a shift globally and suggest that educational institutions assume social responsibility and collaborate with industry to provide further training for in-service employees; in this way, the cost of training will be reduced and the skills of hospitality professionals will improve [82]. This type of collaboration will generate mutual benefits for universities and industry; however, the high dropout rate of MOOCs inevitably makes the effectiveness of such courses questionable, and hence, their applicability remains debatable. Stracke [21] proposed a new perspective on the high dropout rate, suggesting that it reflects participants’ diverse goals for taking a course; that is, at least some MOOC dropouts have achieved their learning goals in the course and do not need to stick around, and not just struggling or demotivated learners drop out.



Furthermore, a study conducted a decade ago by Woody et al. [94] indicated that students, regardless of their prior experience with computers and related technology, preferred printed textbooks over electronic versions. The development of education technology has changed drastically; hence, such a statement may not reflect the views of all students today. Nevertheless, traditional ways of teaching and learning still have something that cannot be replaced by technology; perhaps blended education, which integrates traditional instruction and technology, is more suitable for language learning [95]. Last but not least, the affordances of MOOCs may also cause some unexpected outcomes for learners; for example, MOOCs lead to laziness because they grant learners too much latitude in pursuing outcomes and completing assignments, lowering their motivation to finish the course. Moreover, some participants of this study also pointed out that their lifestyles were conditioned and cognitive abilities were reshaped by MOOCs. Future studies should explore these issues from the perspective of psychology and neuroscience in order to provide more diverse examinations of the applicability of MOOCs in hospitality English. Empirical evidence in recent studies [95,96,97] shows that in a blended model, online and face-to-face learning can complement each other and optimize the applicability of LMOOCs.



There are some limitations of the present study. The first limitation is that the variables of participants’ characteristics as working people and the course as an ESP are not fully explored in this study. Many other dimensions, such as learners, instructors, courses, technology, design, and environment, could affect students’ points of view on LMOOCs. Therefore, this study could not cover as many factors as possible, and it is advised that future studies include more factors for further exploration. Another limitation has to do with the generalizability of the results. As it is a qualitative study, the sample size is small, and caution is advised when the results of this study are generalized to include participants with various backgrounds.




6. Conclusions


Given that MOOCs have developed exponentially since the early 2010s, they have drawn much attention in academia. The present research was undertaken with the aim of exploring the applicability of LMOOCs in hospitality English. Fifteen participants went through four rounds of focus group interviews, and insightful information was extracted from saturated data. Two functions, flexibility and convenience, respectively, representing the areas of social learning and web-based computer-assisted learning, were inductively derived from participants’ opinions through framework analysis. However, participants also revealed some downsides to the use of LMOOCs in hospitality English learning. Their statements about being ignored by peers and instructors and the lack of warmth from real face-to-face interactions are related to environmental factors that affect the successful implementation of web-based learning. This does not imply that these problems do not exist in traditional classrooms, but face-to-face instructors can use contextual cues or body language to address and ameliorate such issues. If LMOOC practitioners can come up with approaches or strategies to deal with such environmental factors, the affordances of LMOOCs will be fully activated.



Two other caveats should also be taken into account. First, one affordance of (L)MOOCs is that they do not require learners to memorize a great deal of information, as it is all stored online; therefore, learners’ memorization and retention capacity may be changed by (L)MOOCs, and they may experience demotivation related to the lack of face-to-face interactions. These issues will need more empirical evidence, which can build on the approaches and findings of the present study.



This study makes the following contributions: First, it explored the applicability of LMOOCs in hospitality English through the lens of users’ experiences and their intention to use MOOCs for future education. On this basis, pros and cons of using (L)MOOCs in hospitality courses were noted. Second, based on the data, a conceptual model of the applicability of LMOOCs in hospitality English was presented, incorporating important elements such as flexibility, convenience, functionality, and affordance. Finally, the rigorous design of this qualitative research depicts the phenomenon of EFL learners’ viewpoints about LMOOCs with insightful information and enhances our understanding of this phenomenon, as stated by Williams and Moser [68].
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Figure 1. Video clips of English for Cabin Service. 
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Figure 2. Data collection, coding, and concept generation. 
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Figure 3. Iterative process of grounded theory in this study. 
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Figure 4. Conceptual model of applicability of MOOCs in hospitality English. 
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Table 1. Demographic information of focus groups.
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	Participant
	Region
	Gender
	Code
	Age
	Time (Hours) Using LMOOCs
	Frequency of LMOOC Login





	1
	North
	Male
	NM1
	32
	6.5
	57



	2
	North
	Male
	NM2
	35
	6.7
	72



	3
	North
	Female
	NF3
	28
	3.7
	30



	4
	North
	Female
	NF4
	27
	0.9
	5



	5
	North
	Female
	NF5
	29
	9.2
	90



	6
	Central
	Female
	CF1
	31
	1.6
	18



	7
	Central
	Male
	CM2
	25
	5.1
	55



	8
	Central
	Female
	CF3
	26
	8.3
	72



	9
	Central
	Female
	CF4
	26
	7.1
	81



	10
	Central
	Male
	CM5
	24
	2.6
	25



	11
	South
	Female
	SF1
	27
	7.6
	70



	12
	South
	Male
	SM2
	31
	2.2
	23



	13
	South
	Male
	SM3
	35
	8.9
	72



	14
	South
	Female
	SF4
	26
	6.1
	85



	15
	South
	Female
	SF5
	25
	6.5
	74



	
	
	
	
	
	Mean = 6.3
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Table 2. Research and interview questions.
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	Research Questions
	Interview Questions





	
	
How do learners in hospitality English courses perceive their learning experience with LMOOCs?





	
	
What do you like and dislike about LMOOCs the most?



	
What do you think about the applicability of LMOOCs in learning hospitality English?



	
How helpful do you think LMOOCs are to achieve your learning goal?








	
	2.

	
What are their underlying reasons for using LMOOCs to learn hospitality English?






	
	
Why do you want to register LMOOCs for learning hospitality English in the first place?



	
While using LMOOCs for hospitality English learning, any particular reasons for you to carry on?



	
After you finish this course, any thoughts about this experience you can share with us?








	
	3.

	
What are the biggest benefits and challenges they have encountered in their experience using LMOOCs to learn hospitality English?






	
	
What is your experience of using LMOOCs?



	
What do you think about the pros and cons of LMOOCs?



	
Any suggestions from you to LMOOCs designers to improve the applicability of LMOOCs?
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