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A considerable amount of research on emotions and learning has been undertaken in recent years. 
Confusion has been noted as a particularly important emotion as it has the potential to trigger students’ 
engagement in learning tasks. However, unresolved confusion may turn into frustration, boredom and 
ultimately disengagement. The study reported in this paper investigated whether learning analytics 
could be used to successfully determine indicators or patterns of interactions that may be associated 
with confusion in a simulation-based learning environment. The findings of the study indicated that 
when taken individually, measures on specific learning tasks only hint at when students are struggling, 
but when taken together these indicators present a pattern of student interactions or a student profile that 
could be indicative of confusion.  
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Introduction 
 
Digital learning environments (DLE) are becoming pervasive in higher and tertiary education as they can offer 
scalable, economical educational activities for both teachers and students. While on the one hand simulation-
based environments, depending on their design, can present students with exploratory and relatively 
unstructured learning experiences, there is a significant chance for students to become confused due to the 
absence of immediate guidance and feedback, either from the teachers or by the system (Pachman, Arguel, & 
Lockyer, 2015). Confusion is an epistemic emotion (Pekrun, 2010; Pekrun, Goetz, Titz, & Perry, 2002) – an 
emotion which arises when learning is taking place. Other epistemic emotions that may arise during the learning 
process include, surprise, delight, curiosity, as well as anxiety, frustration and boredom (Baker, D'Mello, 
Rodrigo, & Graesser, 2010; Calvo & D'Mello, 2010; D’Mello & Graesser, 2012). Understanding how students 
experience these emotions in DLEs is increasingly important for enhancing the design of these environments. 
 
Prior research has shown that emotions play an important role in learning, motivation, development and memory 
(Ainley, Corrigan, & Richardson, 2005; Ashby, Isen, & Turken, 1999; Isen, 1999; Lewis & Haviland-Jones, 
2004). Confusion is particularly important as it can arise in complex learning tasks that require students to make 
inferences, solve advanced problems, and demonstrate application and transfer of knowledge. Research has 
shown that in complex learning activities, confusion is ‘unlikely to be avoided’ (D’Mello, Lehman, Pekrun, & 
Graesser, 2014) and the resolution of confusion requires students to stop, think, reflect and review their 
misconceptions (D’Mello & Graesser, 2012). While confusion can be beneficial to learning, unresolved or 
prolonged confusion may leave a student feeling stuck and frustrated (Baker et al., 2010; Calvo & D'Mello, 
2010). Such frustration can ultimately transition into boredom which can lead to students disengaging from the 
task (D’Mello & Graesser, 2012), a critical point which educators aim to prevent (D'Mello & Graesser, 2014b; 
Liu, Pataranutaporn, Ocumpaugh, & Baker, 2013). Thus, sustained unresolved confusion is detrimental to 
learning and has been associated with negative emotional oscillations (D'Mello & Graesser, 2014a; D’Mello & 
Graesser, 2012; D’Mello et al., 2014). D’Mello and Graesser dubbed the balance between creating ‘useful’ 
confusion for students and not making them too confused the ‘zone of optimal confusion’ (D'Mello & Graesser, 
2014a). 
 
While persistent confusion needs to be avoided, some learning designs aim to promote a degree of difficulty that 
is likely to result in confusion. These include teaching and learning frameworks such as problem-based learning  
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(Schmidt, 1983), device breakdown (D'Mello & Graesser, 2014b) and productive failure (Kapur, 2016). Another 
common learning design which can inherently promote confusion is the simulation-based, predict-observe-
explain (POE) paradigm (White & Gunstone, 1992). POE is a three-sequence design where: (i) during the 
prediction phase students develop a hypothesis about a conceptual phenomenon, and state their reasons for 
supporting that hypothesis (ii) during the observe phase students explore an environment related to the 
conceptual phenomenon, view data, and see what ‘actually’ happens and finally, (iii) during the explain phase 
the ideas and concepts related to the phenomenon are explained and elaborated, and the reasoning about the 
conceptual phenomenon is provided to the students. It is likely that students in a POE environment may feel 
confused, particularly when there is a discrepancy between their current understanding (predictions) and what 
they find out (observations) while completing a simulation.   
 
POE environments have mostly been used to investigate students’ prior knowledge and misconception (Liew & 
Treagust, 1995) as well as to investigate the effectiveness of these environments in terms of peer learning 
opportunities (Kearney, 2004; Kearney, Treagust, Yeo, & Zadnik, 2001) and conceptual change (Tao & 
Gunstone, 1999). In our recent work (Kennedy & Lodge, 2016), a simulation-based environment was used to 
study students’ self-reported emotional transitions. This study found that a POE based environment could help 
students overcome their initial misconceptions through feedback and scaffolding. The current study adds to this 
research by investigating whether learning analytics-based markers can be used to detect patterns of interactions 
that might suggest students are “struggling” or confused in a simulation-based POE environment.  
 
The use of analytics in DLEs have been used for some time to investigate students’ learning processes but have 
risen in prominence lately (Campbell, DeBlois, & Oblinger, 2007; Goldstein & Katz, 2005; Kennedy, 2004; 
Kennedy, Ioannou, Zhou, Bailey, & O'Leary, 2013; Kennedy & Judd, 2004, 2007) . The use of analytics to 
understand emotions in DLEs has received less attention in the literature (Lee, Rodrigo, d Baker, Sugay, & 
Coronel, 2011; Liu et al., 2013). Measuring or detecting emotions such as confusion is inherently difficult 
because, as an emotion, confusion can be relatively short-lived (D'Mello & Graesser, 2014a), unlike some of the 
emotions which sustain over a longer period (e.g. boredom; see (D’Mello et al., 2014)). Detecting confusion in 
naturalistic learning environments is also challenging as these environments restrict the way data can be 
collected, particularly in comparison to lab-based environments where sensors, physiological trackers, emote-
aloud protocols, video recordings and many other data collection tools and techniques can be used (D'Mello & 
Graesser, 2014a). Moreover, relying solely on self-report measures of confusion can be ‘insensitive’ (D’Mello et 
al., 2014) and problematic due to ‘intentional’ misreporting (Komar, Brown, Komar, & Robie, 2008; Tett, 
Freund, Christiansen, Fox, & Coaster, 2012) which the students might do to avoid social pressure (Kennedy & 
Lodge, 2016). Therefore, the aim of this study was to investigate whether learning analytics could be 
successfully used to determine indicators of or patterns of interactions that may be associated with confusion in 
a POE, simulation-based learning environment. 
 
Habitable Worlds  
 
The DLE used in this research is called Habitable Worlds – an introductory science class that covers 
foundational concepts in biology, physics and chemistry (Horodyskyj et al., 2018). Habitable Worlds is a 
project-based course that encourages students to solve problems using logic and reasoning and promotes 
students’ engagement using interactive tasks. The course is built using Smart Sparrow – an adaptive eLearning 
platform, which makes it possible to track students’ learning activities and interactions. Habitable Worlds 
consists of 67 interactive modules, several of which are based on the POE protocol. Stellar Lifecycles is one of 
the first POE modules in the course and it was a primary focus in this study. In this module, several tasks were 
embedded that spanned 23 screens. A task in this context refers to a number of activities students are asked to 
complete on any given screen. These activities may include free-text answers to a question, watching videos, 
completion of a multiple-choice questions, or the “submissions” associated with interacting with simulations. 
For this paper, students learning interactions at the module and task level were analysed.  
 
Students were asked to engage in a series of learning activities, the primary sequence of which is provided 
below.  

• View an explanatory video about different objects in our universe and how they differ in sizes.  
• Students then need to select a hypothesis about what they think the relationship between stellar lifespan 

and stellar mass is from five possible choices (i.e. make a prediction) and also report through free-text 
their reasons for selecting their hypothesis. Notably, students are not provided with any content relating 
to this question prior to this.  

• Students next use a simulator to explore, and hopefully develop an understanding of, the relationship 
between stellar lifespan with stellar mass. Students use the simulator to create and manipulate virtual 
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stars, so they can observe the mass and the relative lifespans of stars. They can use the simulator as many 
times as they wish and each “run” of the simulation is recorded as a submission.  

• After becoming familiar with the simulator, students are asked to engage with two more complex tasks: 
creating virtual stars of a given mass range and reporting on the lifespan of these stars. Again, students 
can use the simulator as many times as they wish and each run of the simulation is recorded as 
submission. After completing the simulation and associated questions students are then prompted to 
either accept or reject their earlier proposed hypothesis.   

• The follow up task, which is only available to those students who had predicted an incorrect hypothesis 
and endorsed this prediction, asks students to update their hypotheses. Students cannot complete this 
screen without selecting the correct hypothesis; in effect the program narrows all options until the student 
chooses the correct one. 

• Towards the end of the sequence of activities students are asked to watch a video that provides them with 
a complete explanation of the relationship between stellar lifespan and mass. On this screen each 
student’s first proposed hypothesis is reproduced, as is the correct hypothesis and estimates of stellar 
lifespans for the various star classes.  

• The final set of screens asks students to create and burn different virtual stars. These tasks require 
students to make observations on the HertzSprung-Russell diagram, which shows the changes in a star’s 
colour, luminosity, temperature and classification. Students are asked to make decisions and selections 
about the stages through which stars go as they age. 	

 
It is important to note that the program was “adaptive”; which in this context generally meant the program 
provided students with feedback and hints on their responses (or lack of response). It also typically meant that 
students were not allowed to progress or move on until a task had successfully been completed. 

 
Methodology 
 
A total of 364 science undergraduate students from a large US-based university attempted Stellar Lifecycles as 
part of their undergraduate study. Over 15,000 interaction entries were recorded within the digital learning 
environment and these interactions formed the basis of the data collected for study. A range of measures were 
used, based on analytics recorded from the system, to develop patterns of interaction with the system. The 
measures used in the analyses are presented in detail in the results section but included measures such as time on 
task, attempts at tasks, accuracy of attempts at tasks, and content analyses of free-text responses. The analysis 
presented in the Results section used an iterative analytics approach consistent with that proposed by Kennedy 
and Judd (Kennedy & Judd, 2004). 
 
Results and discussion 
 
Module level patterns 
Data analysis began with pre-processing and outlier elimination, which involved removing all individual 
measures that were outside five standard deviations from the median. An initial cluster analysis was undertaken 
at the Stellar Lifecycles Module level to determine students’ general engagement patterns.  Variables included in 
this cluster analysis were mean module score, mean module completions, mean attempts on module tasks, and 
mean time on module. A three-cluster solution was the clearest description of the data. However, it was clear 
that the third cluster, which contained only 22 students, were those students who had very low mean module 
scores, task attempts across the module, and mean time on the module. These students did not complete the 
module – they exited the module at the halfway point – and as a result they were removed from further analyses. 
The profiles of the remaining two clusters are presented in Table	1.  
 

Table 1: Learners' overall engagement patterns in Stellar Lifecycles. 
 

 
Cluster 1 Cluster 2  

 
T 

 
 
p 

(n =212) (n=130) 
Mean SD Mean SD 

Module scores 11.99 0.15 12 0 -1 0.32 
Module task completions 0.9 0.04 0.8 0.04 20.03 <.001 
Attempts at module tasks 16.7 3.8 29.4 8.83 -15.99 <.001 
Time on module (mins) 140.13 163.56 258.63 644.61 -2.05 0.04 
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Table	1 shows that both clusters of students achieved the maximum score for the module, completing all the 
required tasks. However, students in Cluster 1 had a significantly higher number of task completions compared 
to students in Cluster 2 and students in Cluster 2 had significantly more task attempts and spent longer on 
module tasks. So, while students in both clusters were achieving the same end, they seemed to follow different 
processes getting there. This high-level data could be interpreted in many ways. One could be that students in 
Cluster 2 could be diligent and dedicated students who spent more time and had more attempts at tasks in the 
module, leading to success that was commensurate with those from Cluster 1 who seemed, for whatever reason, 
to arrive at the same end point “more easily”. Alternatively, students in Cluster 2 could have struggled more and 
have been more confused about their engagement with the module and its content compared to those in Cluster 
1; and this struggle and confusion was manifest in their behavioural data, notably more attempts at tasks and 
taking longer to complete tasks.  
 
We used this second working hypothesis to frame subsequent analyses. That is, we were keen to see whether 
other learning analytics-based markers at both the module and the task or screen level could help to further 
discriminate and characterise the two groups of students that had emerged from the cluster analysis at the 
module level. 
 
Response time to module tasks  
The next set of analyses concentrated on the average time students were taking to complete tasks presented to 
them across the module. To undertake this analysis students’ responses to tasks across all the screens of Stellar 
Lifecycles were analysed. The mean time students took to make each task attempt is presented in Figure 1. 
Figure 1 shows the number of attempts on the X axis (some students made as many as 10 attempts) and the 
mean time taken to make each attempt on the Y axis. It can be seen that students in both Cluster 1 and Cluster 2 
were, on average, slower when making their first attempt at a task compared to their subsequent responses. It is 
also clear that Cluster 1 students were initially responding more quickly to tasks than Cluster 2 students. There 
may be a number of reasons for this: students in Cluster 1 may be more confident, and/or have higher prior 
knowledge than those in Cluster 2; conversely students in Cluster 2 may be more careful and/or more unsure or 
more confused about their response to the tasks. What is also noticeable from Figure 1 is that there is a general 
reduction in response time across attempts for Cluster 1 students, and there are clear spikes of response time for 
Cluster 2 students (attempt 4 and attempt 7). This may also be indicative of Cluster 2 students being more 
uncertain or confused about what their response to the task should be.  
 

	
 
Figure 1: Analysis of mean response time per task attempt. 
 
Task level patterns 
The next set of analyses considered students’ interactions at the screen or task level rather than the module level. 	
 
Students’ initial predictions 
The next set of analyses examined the nature of hypothesis being selected by students in the Predict phase of the 
module. Overall, it can be seen that there were no differences between the two clusters on their hypothesis 
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selections. Approximately two-thirds of students, regardless of cluster, chose an incorrect hypothesis. We 
anticipated that many students would have a common misconception about the relationship between the size of a 
star and its lifespan (i.e. they would intuitively believe bigger stars live longer). The results from Table 2 
indicate this to be the case with large numbers of students in both clusters endorsing this lure (Cluster 1 = 42%, 
Cluster 2 = 49%). These results suggest that groups had similar levels of prior knowledge before beginning the 
simulation-based POE task, and many held a common misconception.  
 
Table 2: Students' hypotheses during the Prediction phase (by cluster). 
 

 Cluster 1 Cluster 2   

 N (%) N (%) T p 

Correct hypothesis 72 (34.0%) 41(31.5%) 0.46 0.65 

Incorrect hypothesis 137 (64.6%) 87 (66.9%) -0.46 0.65 

Endorsing common misconception hypothesis     89 (42.0%) 64 (49.2%) -1.32 0.19 

Endorsing other misconception hypotheses 48 (22.9%) 23 (18.0%) 1.11 0.27 
 
Students’ detailed prediction behaviours 
Next, a more detailed set of analyses considered students’ responses to the prediction phase of the module. It 
can be seen from Table 3, that on average Cluster 1 students were spending a little over two and a half minutes 
on this screen, while Cluster 2 students were spending on average over 11 minutes. While not statistically 
different (most likely due to the high standard deviation for Cluster 2 students) this seems to represent a clear 
qualitative difference between the two groups.  It can also be seen from Table 3 that when students were making 
their prediction about the relationship between stellar lifespan and stellar mass, students in Cluster 2 were 
making significantly more attempts at the hypothesis selection than students in Cluster 1. The most common 
reason was that the length of students’ text response used to justify their hypothesis was too short and they were 
asked to resubmit it. This interpretation is consistent with number of words written overall, as the mean word 
count for Cluster 2 students was significantly lower than Cluster 1 students. Finally, when both the clusters were 
compared in terms of unique words per person, Cluster 1 students used more unique words per person.  
 
Table 3: Students’ engagement patterns during the Prediction phase (by cluster). 
 

 Cluster 1 Cluster 2  
 
T 

 
 
p  Mean SD Mean SD 

Time (secs) 141.75 277.52 669.89 6114.57 -1.04 0.30 

Attempts 1.06 0.25 1.13 0.36 -1.94 0.05 

Word count 16.19 11.15 12.77 10.03 -3.78 0.001 

Unique words (per student) 14.35 9.00 11.5 7.48 3.14 0.001 

 
As described above, after students had made an initial hypothesis selection they were asked to justify why they 
believed their hypotheses to be true in a free-text response. Stop word elimination (i.e. eliminating words like 
“a” “it” ‘the” “is”) was completed for all student text responses and the primary keywords for each cluster were 
then determined through a content analysis. In order to compare the rank and relative frequency of keywords 
across clusters, the percentage of times these words appeared in each cluster were calculated. Error! Reference 
source not found. presents a bubble plot where the words are arranged in descending rank order of frequency. 
Such frequency-based analyses have been used in various other disciplines (Nawaz & Strobel, 2016; Nawaz, 
Usman, & Strobel, 2013).   
 
Content analysis of students’ justification of their prediction 
Error! Reference source not found. shows clear similarity between the words used by Cluster 1 and 2 students 
to justify their hypotheses. For example, words such as “star”, “mass”, “energy” and “long” are the highest 
ranked and most frequently used words by students in both clusters. Beyond this, there are some differences 
between students in each cluster. While it is important not to overstate these differences, they are useful to note 
as a profile of students’ interaction and engagement is established across the module.  
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First, while both Cluster 1 and Cluster 2 students use the word “guess*”, it is used more slightly more frequently 
by Cluster 2 students (1.38% of all words) than for Cluster 1 (0.84%). We assume the presence of the word 
“guess” means that some of the students in these clusters were unsure of their hypothesis or perhaps they were 
uncertain of why that hypothesis holds. In support of this conclusion the word “guess*” consistently co-occurs 
with “just” and an analysis of raw text commonly revealed phrases such as “it’s just a guess”, “seems to make 
sense but it was just a guess”, and “not sure, this is just a guess”. The analysis also considered the occurrence of 
technical terms in students’ responses so that a judgement could be made about the quality or clarity of students 
responses (DeGroff, 1987 ). While Cluster 1 students used a number of key terms (such as “fusion”, “fused”, 
“hot”, “sustain”, “bright”) these words were largely absent from the word profiles of Cluster 2 students. 
Interestingly, these words also appeared in the lecture material explaining the relation between stellar mass and 
its lifespan. The use of such terms by Cluster 1 students could be indicative of more understanding or content 
awareness of these students. 
 
The content of students’ text-based responses suggests that while the most common words are similar across 
clusters, there tend to be differences thereafter. Compared to students from Cluster 1, Cluster 2 students tend use 
the word “guess” slightly more and tend to use technical terms slightly less.  
 
Observation of events and change in hypothesis  
The Observe phase provided a basic introduction to the stellar simulator and guided students on how to create 
and run stars of varying solar mass. The second part of this phase required students to create stars of specific 
mass range and then report on the associated lifespans. While several students found this difficult – entering 
their observed data – the adaptive feedback ensured that all students eventually entered the data correctly. The 
interaction patterns for this task, recorded via analytics, showed that students in Cluster 2 spent significantly less 
time on this task (Cluster 2: M =148.52 (149.10); Cluster 1: M = 252.34 (477.11); T(309) = 3.21; p < .001) but 
made more attempts at the task before completing it (Cluster 2: M =1.58 (1.18); Cluster 1: M = 1.34 (1.26); 
T(406) = -2.04; p < .05). This is difficult to interpret with confidence but could suggest that Cluster 1 students 
took a more considered approach to this task, particularly given students in Cluster 2 completed the task more 
quickly with more errors (which may be indicative of rapid trial and error behaviour). 
 
Once the values were correctly recorded, students were then asked to report whether they would like to accept or 
reject their earlier proposed hypotheses. Error! Reference source not found. shows the percentage of students 
in each cluster who maintained or rejected their initial correct or incorrect hypotheses. While Cluster 1 students 
were more likely to maintain a correct hypothesis and to reject an incorrect hypothesis, there was a small 
fraction in both clusters who did not respond to this question on their first attempts. 
 
While Error! Reference source not found. showed the percentage of students who rejected their incorrect 
hypotheses, it will also be useful to consider the new hypotheses proposed by these students and whether 
students subsequently proposed a correct hypothesis. We found that all students in Cluster 1 who had first 
proposed an incorrect hypothesis revised this so that it was subsequently correct. A large proportion of Cluster 2 
students also did this, but it is worth noting that despite the program effectively directing them – using adaptive 
feedback – to the relationship between stellar size and lifespans, six students from the Second Cluster (6.7% of 
those who proposed an incorrect hypothesis) revised their hypothesis so that it still was incorrect. 
 
Mean explanation errors 
Toward the end of the module students were provided with an explanation of the concepts they were learning 
about in the module. Part of this section of the module asked students to complete a task that would demonstrate 
their understanding of the minimum and maximum lifespans of seven different classes or types of stars. In 
completing the task, a total of 14 different values needed to be entered and students could submit responses as 
many times as they wanted. Each time a response set was submitted students received adaptive feedback which 
guided them and helped them complete the task. If students did not enter any values this would result in the 
maximum number of errors for the task being recorded (reflected in a score of 7). 
 
As students spent more time with the task and entered more responses, the number of errors would diminish (i.e. 
students would change their incorrect responses). It was expected that after a series of attempts students would 
gradually reduce their number of errors so that eventually there would be no incorrect responses.   
 
The mean explanation errors for students in Cluster 1 and Cluster 2, at successive task attempts, are presented in 
Figure 2. Students in both clusters gradually reduced their errors over time. It can also be seen that students in 
Cluster 1 started with fewer errors than the students in Cluster 2. Moreover, it is clear that students in Cluster 1 
reached a resolution to the task in fewer attempts than students in Cluster 2.  
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Figure 2:  The number of student errors in the explanation task by task attempts 
 
A final task in this section of the module asked students to make careful observations of how, when a star dies, it 
changes in luminosity, temperature and stellar classification.  The tasks spanned three screen and on each screen 
the students needed to create and run stars of different stellar classes (types) and mass. For example, students 
might be asked to create a “red dwarf” with a solar mass between 0.08 and 0.49. Students were asked to indicate 
which of the four stellar class(es) the star went through as it aged (i.e. Giant Star, Super-Giant, White Dwarf and 
Supernova).  The data from students’ interactions indicated that on 103 occasions, no response was provided by 
the students on submission. When analysed by cluster, it was clear that students in Cluster 2 were significantly 
more likely not to provide a response to this final activity compared to students in Cluster 1 (Cluster 2: 22.3%; 
Cluster 1: 7.1%). 
 
Students’ conceptual understanding 
The final set of analyses considered whether there were differences between clusters of students when it came to 
their conceptual understanding of the content of the module. While students’ initial hypotheses suggest that the 
two student clusters came into the module with more or less similar understanding (and misconceptions) about 
the relationship between star size and lifespan, we were keen to assess students' understanding at the end of the 
module. Conceptual understanding was assessed using a complex transfer task that was presented to students in 
a separate module of Stellar Lifecyles called Stellar Applications. In this task, students were asked to calculate 
the properties of six stars (properties such as luminosity, temperature, and mass) and identify the longest-lived 
and shortest-lived star. A total of 10 points were available for completely correct answers and students could 
complete the task multiple times but were penalised for incorrect attempts. A T-test that compared students’ 
scores on this measure of conceptual understanding indicated that students in Cluster 1 (M=7.54; SD = 3.18) 
showed greater understanding than students in Cluster 2 (M = 6.61; SD = 3.67) (T (310) = 2.35; p <.01).  
 
Conclusion 
 
The first empirical finding presented in this paper was that a module-level cluster analysis revealed two distinct 
groups of students who, broadly speaking, completed a simulation-based learning task in different ways. While 
both groups were successful – in part because the adaptive nature of the program ensured it – the learning 
process they went through to achieve this success seemed to differ on generalised metrics. Further analyses of 
students’ completion of all tasks in the module and their screen-based interactions showed a number of other 
differences between clusters. When viewed discretely many of these screen-based differences were only modest. 
However, when viewed collectively or in aggregate, these discrete screen-based differences revealed patterns of 
interaction that allow students from the two clusters to be distinguished and potentially characterised.  
 
Overall, Cluster 1 students tended to respond to tasks more quickly, arrive at their hypothesis more quickly and 
tended to write more and more technically about it. Students in Cluster 1 spent more time observing the data 
from the simulation and made less errors in their observations. In contrast, students in Cluster 2 tended to take 
more time to respond to tasks, took more time to arrive at a hypothesis, and when they did, they seemed more 
unsure of it. They spent less time observing the outcomes of the simulation presented and they made more errors 
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than those students in Cluster 1. While many students in both clusters rejected an initial incorrect hypothesis, 
students in Cluster 2 seemed less likely to do this. When it came to the final explanation of the phenomenon, 
students in Cluster 1 made fewer errors from the start and corrected their errors more quickly. Those in Cluster 2 
started with significantly more errors and took longer to correct them, even with the adaptive feedback and 
support provided by the program. Finally, students in Cluster 1 understood the material covered significantly 
more than those in Cluster 2. It seems unlikely that these differences in the learning interactions and learning 
process can be attributed to students in Cluster 1 having greater prior knowledge as both groups made similarly 
poor predictions at the start of the task and had similar levels of misconception.  

What the patterns of interactions do suggest is that students in Cluster 2, for whatever reason, struggled with 
what was being asked of them in the module. They seemed to find learning more difficult as a process – as 
measured by analytics markers of their various interactions with different tasks – and this was reflected in their 
learning outcome. These signs of “struggle” could also be interpreted as signs of confusion. While the pattern of 
interactions observed for Cluster 2 students – taking a long time to respond to tasks, not being able to quickly 
correct errors, finding it hard to explain responses – could be attributed to disengagement, we contend that this 
pattern could as easily be consistent with the profile of a student who is confused and struggling with the 
learning content and task. But it is, of course, not possible to be definitive about this, based on a single study.  

The next steps in this program of research will be to consider the ways in which learning analytics may be used 
to generate markers of specific moments of student confusion in simulation-based POE environments. That is, it 
is likely that students would experience confusion when they realise there is a mismatch between their initial 
prediction or hypothesis and what they then observe in a simulation-based environment. The findings about 
students’ general patterns of interactions presented in this paper – indicating that some students are struggling 
while others struggle less – provide an excellent context for these more detailed analyses.  
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