
Learner experience

The frequency of online learners’ off-task behavior

Population

2,145,977 university students from across the world, 

completing assignments in an online learning platform. 

Materials

Interactive textbook companion modules delivered via 

question-feedback format (see Panel 2). Modules 

covered college-level topics including physics, accounting, 

biology, food-service safety regulations, and psychology.

Data analyzed

1,399,713,782 interactions – answers to questions or 

reviews of corrective feedback – in assignments 

completed between January 2019 and September 2022.

Results and discussion

These charts present the distribution of interruptions 

across items and learners (each with 100+ interactions):

This chart presents the mean interruption rate by month:

Approximately 2.11% of learners’ activities were 

interrupted (according to the mean+2SD definition).

COVID-19 catastrophically disrupted classroom learning, 

but from the perspective of learner interruptions, online 

learning appeared unchanged. 

There were larger (but still small) variations in 

interruption rate at the beginning of each semester 

(August/September, January) than in March/April 2020.

Questions

How often are online learners interrupted?

What effect did COVID-19 have on interruption rates?

Disclaimer – conflict of interest

Matthew Hays and Charles Smith are employees of Amplifire, the software platform 

used to collect the presented data.

Defining “interruption”

For each authored item, means and standard deviations 

(SDs) were separately calculated for learners’ (a) initial 

attempts, (b) subsequent attempts, (c) initial reviews of 

corrective feedback, and (d) subsequent reviews of 

corrective feedback. 

Interruptions were defined as interactions lasting longer 

than the mean+2SD for that item, for the entire time 

period under analysis. An example item: 
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mastery demonstrated

Answers

Online learners are interrupted infrequently.

COVID-19 did not appear to affect interruption rates.
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n = 11,331
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2019 20222020 2021

n = 244,468

Median = 2.34%

Mean = 2.63% 

SD = 1.10%  

n = 1,794,830

Median = 1.41% 

Mean = 2.29%

SD = 2.81% 

n = 7,091
Median = 19s

Mean = 31s

Mean+1SD = 83s

Interruptions > 135s

Semester start   ■
Peak COVID disruption   ■

Median = 65s

Mean = 100s

Mean+1SD = 222s

Interruptions > 344s


