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ABSTRACT 

In March 2020, the outbreak of Covid-19 pandemic caused a drastic shift from in-person 

classes to online learning, wherein classes were offered via digital platforms. This 

increased the focus on the online learning experience, especially on the challenges and the 

improvements that could be made to provide an engaging learning experience to students. 

A literature review of research on learning, in particular on online learning, was conducted 

to arrive at a set of best practices for improving the online learning experience. A survey 

of 35 MBA students, as well as a panel discussion with a smaller group of them, served to 

highlight several key issues related to the online mode of delivery such as the course 

delivery format (flipped approach /live virtual/ self-study), handling time zone differences, 

increasing student engagement, facilitating group work, the optimal class structure (1.5 

hour/3 hours), the quality and length of pre-recorded videos, and other challenges while 

taking online classes. Based on this analysis, the study presents recommendations to 

improve the current experience in online courses offered through the MBA program 

offered by the Faculty of Management (FOM) at the University of New Brunswick (UNB), 

Fredericton. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

This chapter explains the background and context of the research being conducted. The 

main purpose of the study was to provide recommendations to improve the online learning 

experience of the MBA students at University of New Brunswick. Some of the key issues 

that the study considered are discussed such as time zone differences, engagement level, 

preference of course delivery format etc. The methodology used in this study, an online 

survey and panel discussion, is also briefly reviewed. Finally, we explain how the study 

findings and review of existing literature enabled the formulation of a set of 

recommendations. 

  

1.1 Introduction 

In this era of globalization and modernization, technological advancements have 

been transforming how things are done in an effective and efficient manner. Education is 

one of the major areas where technology is disrupting at a rapid pace. Virtual reality to 

artificial intelligence are some of the innovations that have changed the education sector. 

Further, the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic in March 2020 put a halt to many usual 

activities and forced everyone across the globe to find new ways to carry on their daily 

educational activities. As a result, there was a drastic shift to online learning wherein 

classes were conducted via digital platforms. This provided flexibility, ease of taking 

classes, access from anywhere but also posed many challenges at the same time. McBrien 

and Jones (2009) suggest that most of the participants in online courses prior to the 

pandemic had a positive experience, however students did show concern about 
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‘technological issues’, ‘too much stimuli’ such as audio, power point/white board, group 

chat and ‘desire for non-verbal communication,’ which becomes difficult in a virtual 

environment. The shift to an online mode of learning as a result of the Corona pandemic 

caused a lot of complaints about the learning experience (Demuyakor, 2020) and 

necessitated an improvement in the online learning experience. The current research aims 

to study and offer improvements for the experiences of students with the online format of 

the Faculty of Management’s MBA program. This will help the faculty to critically 

develop strategies to combat the issues identified in this study and hence offer a seamless 

engaging experience to their students. 

 

1.2 Purpose of the study 

Prior to Covid-19 pandemic, many universities in Canada were already offering 

online courses, some already had plans to offer such courses, while others never thought 

of it. The University of New Brunswick did not offer an online MBA program before the 

pandemic but has been offering other online certificates and specialized programs for 

many years through its College of Extended Learning. The Faculty of Management did 

conduct a strategic study on the feasibility of an online MBA program prior to the 

pandemic situation. It can be said that UNB was very quick to adapt and implement 

alternative modes of delivery when Covid hit in March of 2020. Of course, students will 

have had varying experiences in regard to whether this was a seamless transition. It was 

therefore important to understand how the experience of students has been, what has 

worked, and what has not. Additionally, the study aimed to find which format of online 
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delivery mode worked best for the students and the key factors that impacted the 

engagement level. The findings of the study were used to derive recommendations for 

improving the online mode of delivery in order to enhance the learning experience of the 

students.  

 

1.3 Key Issues 

The study addressed several key issues related to the online mode of delivery such 

as time zone differences, preferred course delivery format (flipped approach /live virtual/ 

self-study), engagement level, group work, class structure (1.5 hour/3 hours), quality and 

length of pre-recorded videos and other challenges while taking online classes. Another 

key issue addressed in this study was the preferred class time which differed with respect 

to the working status of the students. 

 

1.4 Objectives of the study 

The study seeks to analyze and compare the three different forms of the current 

alternative modes of delivery, namely self-study, live virtual classes, and the flipped 

approach, while studying various factors impacting the student learning experience. 

Another key objective is to understand the benefits and challenges of the online learning 

faced by the students and lastly come up with recommendations for improving the online 

MBA program. 
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1.5 Study approach 

In order to achieve the above objectives, the following major steps were taken and 

described in this report. (1) A set of recommendations were deduced about an optimal 

online learning experience based on a literature review of Online Learning, Active 

Learning, Team Based learning, and best practices for live and non-live classes including 

Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs). (2) An online survey of 35 MBA students and 

a panel discussion with a smaller group of participants were conducted to know about 

their online learning experiences and their expectations. (3) Lastly, conclusions were 

drawn that provided a set of recommendations specific to the University of New 

Brunswick’s MBA program, based on the findings and literature review and that also 

provided a discussion of the reports limitations and suggestions for future studies. 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

This chapter reviews the existing literature on learning, and online learning in particular, 

in order to arrive at outcomes and methods that improve the online learning experience. 

The chapter starts with the current challenges of online learning and the need for 

improving the online learning experience. A review of the literature on active learning, 

team-based learning, online education, especially massive open online courses (MOOCs) 

is presented in order to deduce for each their outcomes and methods that improve the 

online learning experience. I conclude with a summary of the key findings that can inform 

an improved online educational experience. 

 

2.1 Introduction  

Online learning is not a new idea and was not invented in this Covid 19 era. E- 

learning or online learning has been developing over the past few decades with the advent 

of the internet and rapid technological advancements (McBrien and Jones, 2009). Many 

educational institutions and agencies across the globe already practice this method of 

distance learning and provide education to anyone, anywhere in the world. With a 

worldwide lockdown due to the Covid-19 pandemic (World Health Organization, 2020), 

in-person teaching was not an option, so online learning became the only choice (Dhawan, 

2020). This increased the focus on the online learning experience and ways in which the 

online learning experience of the students could be improved.  

Though online learning has some advantages in terms of flexibility, accessibility, 

etc. there are many shortcomings as well. Students have complained about not getting the 
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same classroom experience as they used to get while attending classes in person. For 

example, around 800 MBA students at Wharton School signed a petition to lower their 

tuition fees after the shift to online delivery (BusinessBecause, 2020). They argued that 

not only did online learning lack lively class discussions and did it reduce the learning 

students gained from each other, but it also deprived them of a wide range of university 

benefits such as events, seminars, facilities and also graduation ceremonies. Several other 

students from top MBA schools in the world protested for lower tuition fees and 

complained about the online experience (Byrne, 2020). Some of the complaints are about 

the difficulties faced with respect to the use of the Internet, audio, video and other 

technical issues. Not everyone is comfortable with writing online tests and exams. 

Students at various universities have filed lawsuits asking for refunds on the grounds that 

they are not getting, for what they paid for while moving to online classes (Eyewitness 

News, 2021). Students find online classes to be less interactive, less engaging, and boring. 

Coordinating with group members, peer to peer learning and communication with 

professors are some of the other challenges in an online setting.   

Many of these issues, however, are not new and have been around for a long time 

in education. Much research into learning, and online learning specifically, has 

investigated the same issues that have recently been raised and offers recommendations 

for dealing with them. Many lessons can be drawn from this body of literature on learning 

and online learning in particular. This chapter will use this existing research to deduce 

lessons for improving the online learning experience. 
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2.2 Active learning can improve the online learning experience 

Traditionally, the pedagogical approach to teaching has been didactic, which is 

‘lecturer focused’ (Kim, et al., 2019). Kim, et al., (2019) advocates that students are not 

actively engaged with the course material and are rather just passively absorbing it, reason 

why it is referred to as passive learning. It reduces education merely to a ‘transfer of 

information’ (Kim, et al., 2019) without any application or allowing students to connect 

with their ‘pre-existing knowledge’ (Mazur, 2009 as cited in Kim, et al., 2019). This not 

only hampers their critical understanding of the subject but also makes their learning 

experience boring. Bonwell and Eison (1991) advocate that in active learning students 

engage in “doing things and thinking what they are doing” (Bonwell and Eison, 1991).  

Active learning, as opposed to passive learning, is ‘student centered’ and focuses 

on student engagement and activity during the learning process (Bonwell and Eison, 

1991). The instructors act as the facilitators for the class and the majority of work is done 

by the students in the form of group discussions, problem solving, role plays, simulations 

etc. (Bonwell and Eison, 1991). Often students are divided into small groups to work on 

a specific task (Michel, et al., 2009). Although not a requirement of active learning, it 

does provide the opportunity to apply the learnings in real world situations, something 

referred to as authentic learning (Lombardi, 2007). 

There has been an overwhelming evidence that students learn best through active 

learning. Chickering and Gamson (1987) in their ‘Seven principles for Good Practice’ 

denote ‘Use of Active Learning techniques’ as one of the core principles that employ 

‘activity’, ‘cooperation’, ‘diversity’, ‘expectations’, ‘interaction’ and ‘responsibility’ 

(Chickering and Gamson, 1987). Many other benefits of active learning such as better 
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engagement of students in active learning than in passive learning; increase in motivation 

of the students; use of higher order thinking were reported by Bonwell and Eison (1991) 

in their research. Also, McKeachie, et al.’s (1986) research supports active learning 

methods and found that “discussion, one form of active learning, surpasses traditional 

lectures for retention of material, motivating students for further study, and developing 

thinking skills” (McKeachie, et al., 1986 as cited in Prince, 2004).  

Freeman, et al. (2014) provide an extensive quantitative analysis of the research 

on the effects of active learning methods in STEM courses. The results indicated that 

students in classes with traditional lecturing were 1.5 times more likely to fail than were 

students in classes with active learning” (Freeman, et al., 2014). Also, Wieman (2014) 

reported similar findings that active learning leads to improvement in the performance of 

the students and “found that the average failure rate decreased from 34% with traditional 

lecturing to 22% with active learning” (Wieman 2014). Several other studies as well have 

found that active learning leads to better results in terms of engagement, student 

performance etc. than passive learning (Dorestani, 2005; Michel, et al., 2008)  

Whereas in a face-to-face class, learning may occur naturally and spontaneously, 

in the online learning setting this may need to be structured more deliberately. Active 

learning provides some key outcomes it seeks to achieve, as well as methods for achieving 

this. This provides some structural guidance for how one should seek to accomplish the 

same in an online setting.  In terms of outcomes, active learning seeks to “increase content 

knowledge, critical thinking and problem-solving abilities, and positive attitudes towards 

learning in comparison to traditional lecture-based delivery” (Anderson, et al., 2005). 

The key methods by which these outcomes are achieved are: 
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Using a flipped approach to free up class time and focus on class activities for more 

practical application of concepts.  

In a flipped approach, instructors assign the study materials to be reviewed before coming 

to class, which can take the form of pre-recordings, textbooks, articles, etc. (Anderson 

and Brennan, 2015). This frees up the class time for more ‘application based’ exercises 

and working with the material under the guidance of the instructor. The motive is on 

‘doing’ and mastering the course content while at the same time fully addressing the needs 

of each student. Overall, this approach allows the students to respond much better in the 

class as they already go through the basic content before the scheduled class. 

 

Using peer-to-peer learning to facilitate learning and networking among classmates.  

Participating in peer-to-peer learning not only helps in bringing out ‘motivational 

and cognitive’ (Damon, 1984) skills, but also enhances the learning of basic knowledge 

by collaborating with or receiving tutoring from peers. Students can also quickly learn 

from their peers and correct their mistakes by having group discussions or checking each 

other’s work (Topping and Ehly, 1998). This also helps students to step out of their shoes 

and make social interactions and connect with other mates leading to active learning and 

student engagement. 

Given the tremendous learning gains of active over passive learning, and the clear 

structural ways to achieve this such as through a flipped approach, in-class application 

and working with the material, and the use of peer-to-peer learning the literature on active 

learning offers clear guidelines on how the online learning experience can be improved: 

by applying the same principles. 
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2.3 TBL provides detailed, structured methods for ensuring active learning that 

may be useful in online setting 

Whereas the prior literature on active learning provides some structure and 

guidelines for improving the learning experience, it remains rather generic in its 

recommendations. One form of active learning that provides very detailed and structured 

guidelines is that of Team-Based Learning (TBL). As opposed to Problem Based Learning 

(PBL), which is problem-driven and unstructured, TBL is a very structured form of 

theory-driven learning. TBL therefore, has much to offer to online learning because many 

things that may occur naturally in an in-person class, must be planned deliberately in an 

online setting. Given that TBL is very deliberate and detailed in how the classroom 

experience needs to be organized, it has much to offer to online classes. 

The main objective of TBL is to make the learning process student centered and 

foster the ‘development of self-managed teams’ (Michaelsen, et al., 2014). It involves 

pre-class readings by the student, followed by individual and team tests within the class 

time and lastly group application exercises. TBL uses a ‘process of backward design’ 

(Michaelsen, 2008) to identify instructional objectives for the course. This is based on 

Figure 1: Team Based Learning (Michaelsen, 2008) 
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instructors thinking that students should be able to ‘do’ after the course instead of 

instructors feeling what students need to know and testing on that.  

Let us now understand in detail the process of TBL (see figure 1) and various 

elements within it. The first phase (see figure 1) of TBL consists of pre-class study in 

which instructors send out required readings or pre-recorded videos to the students. The 

purpose behind this is that students can understand the core concepts and ideas before 

they come to class where they will use that new knowledge to solve problems during class 

time. This represents a flipped-learning approach where the class time is used for 

collaboration and application exercises. 

The second phase (represented by the numbers 2 to 5 in figure 1) consists of a 

readiness assurance process (RAP) in which students undergo an individual test and then 

retake the same test in their teams. Michaelsen (2008) explains that having tests at the 

start of class encourages attendance as well as motivates students to complete their pre-

assigned readings. Secondly, when completing the identical test in teams that (Anderson 

and Brennan, 2015) they have just completed individually, students indulge in high levels 

of interactions and discussions to arrive at the best possible solution. Their commitment 

to certain answers in the preceding individual version of the test has committed them to 

take a position on the question, that they now seek to argue in the group version of the 

test, resulting in much higher levels of interaction, than if the test was only completed as 

a group. This is followed by immediate feedback from the instructor and teams are given 

the opportunity to write appeals if they feel they have a strong argument for questions that 

they got wrong. TBL puts a high emphasis on the instant and prompt feedback, because 

if the period between the test and the feedback is too long students only care about the 



 

12 

 

grade as they no longer remember the questions and the issues they were struggling with; 

waiting too long eliminates the learning opportunity. The instructor then gives a very short 

and crisp lecture only to addresses any misconceptions held by a majority of students. 

In the final phase (see figure 1), students work on application exercises and the 

majority of time is spent on in-class activities and discussions. Michaelsen (2008) 

advocates that course content is mastered only when it is applied in real-life problems or 

situations. The TBL approach is setup in such a way that it develops the groups into 

‘effective self-managed learning teams’ (Michaelsen, 2008). As mentioned, in this final 

stage, students work on solving a significant problem, that is identical for all groups so 

they can learn for each other and has a defined set of four or five simple answers, even 

though the route to get there may be complicated. After first discussing it within their own 

teams all groups must simultaneously report their choice creating a competitive dynamic 

and the ability to juxtapose groups’ thinking and answers with each other as the answers 

are discussed in class.  Hence TBL promotes critical thinking and team building skills 

while mastering the course content. 

It is clearly understood from the above process how each component of TBL leads 

to different positive outcomes. The process is centered around a flipped approach to create 

room for in class ‘doing,’ student-student interaction to facilitate peer-learning, and 

student-teacher interaction to provide reflection. 

Evidence from numerous research studies shows the positive impact of the TBL 

approach. Koles, et al., (2010) in their study on ‘The Impact of Team-Based Learning on 

Medical Students' Academic Performance’ reported that students achieved higher 

performance on courses that were taught through TBL approach. It was concluded that 
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TBL enhanced the mastery of course content and especially for academically weaker 

students. This benefit was also reported by Tan, et al., (2011) when using TBL to teach 

neurology. 

Wiener, et al., (2008) found that when they first introduced TBL to the students, 

the reaction was very positive and it further promoted the “development of interpersonal 

and team skills” (Wiener, et al., 2008). Team Based Learning fosters collaboration while 

working in small groups and enhances the class engagement level. Hunt, et al., (2003) 

noted an increase in the level of student engagement, student-student interaction and 

student-teacher interaction when an evidence-based medicine (EBM) course was taught 

to medical students using a Team-Based Learning approach (Ofstad, et al., 2013). 

As noted above, in various studies this method of active learning (TBL) makes 

classes more engaging, increases peer to peer learning, ensures that students master the 

course content, prepares them to work in teams while solving complex problems and 

provides students with real-time feedback from the instructor.  

Many of the principles of Team-Based Learning are easily transferrable to an 

online learning environment. Clark, et al. (2018) describe how different components of 

TBL can be implemented in an online setting. “Many early adopters have already started 

to implement TBL in an online environment” (Clark, et al., 2018) while achieving the 

same benefits as TBL if implemented in person. The added benefit is that it improves the 

online learning experience as well. Palsole and Awalt (2008) reported that though it was 

time consuming to implement TBL in an online setting for the first time, it had positive 

feedback from the students and improved their performance contributing to the overall 

success of the approach. 
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2.4 Lessons from online education 

The history of online learning goes back for more than 100 years under the broader 

umbrella of distance learning. Distance learning was first delivered through media such 

as correspondence (parcel post), educational television, and radio (Kentnor, 2015; Means 

et.al, 2010). With the advent of World Wide Web and the Internet, online learning became 

popularized as it provided more flexibility, convenience, and access from anywhere, at 

any time. It was the University of Phoenix that first began to provide online education 

with CompuServe (the first online service provider) in 1989 (Palvia, et al., 2018). Today 

with advanced technology, online learning is being provided via different models of 

‘Synchronous’ and ‘Asynchronous’ methods (Chen, et al., 2006; Khan, 2006). Khan 

(2006) defines Synchronous e-learning as “Interaction of participants with an instructor 

via the Web in real time” (Khan, 2006). On the other hand, asynchronous learning refers 

to “Instruction that is not constrained by geography or time” (Khan, 2005). Whereas 

synchronous learning is live and paced by the ‘live’ class schedule, asynchronous learning 

is not live and self-paced. ‘Time’ and ‘interaction’ (Shahabadia and Uplane, 2015) are the 

two main elements that differentiate the live virtual (synchronous) and non-live 

(asynchronous) classes. We will now look at some of the best practices that the previous 

literature has to offer for providing a better online learning experience. 

Use a ‘student-centered’ learning approach: It is very important for students to 

actively engage in the class and take responsibility to participate and learn. Doing readings 

before the class and then applying them during class time will help students to engage 

better in class. “A student-centered approach encompasses four fundamental features: 

active responsibility for learning, proactive management of learning experience, 
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independent knowledge construction, and teachers as facilitators” (Geven and Santa 

2010; Attard, et al. 2010; Maclellan 2008 as cited in McCabe and O'Connor, 2014).  The 

effective use of this approach leads to an engaging online learning experience where 

students are the main focus. (Michel, et al., 2009) 

Effective online communication between instructor and students: Moore and 

Anderson (2003) suggest that effective online learning is enhanced by communication 

between the tutor and learners that further contributes to ‘course satisfaction’, ‘positive 

student performance ‘and ‘grades’ (Fish and Wickersham, 2009). Instructors providing 

continuous, prompt, and relevant feedback will not only help students to perform better 

but it also increases students’ satisfaction for online learning. 

User-friendly technology and organized course material: Technological 

expertise and knowledge are not at the same level for every student. Institutions should 

try to adopt user-friendly technologies and make the learning system appealing. Also, it 

is important to ensure that students are sufficiently trained on using the learning tools and 

navigating through learning management systems. Additionally, students are more likely 

to learn efficiently if the course structures are better planned (Zsohar and Smith, 2008) 

and expectations are clearly set and communicated. 

 

2.5 Best Practices for live online classes 

Using breakout rooms to facilitate group work and networking among 

classmates: Several studies in the past (Chandler, 2016; Tonsmann, 2014) have identified 

how breakout rooms facilitate ‘collaborative learning’, ‘peer-to-peer support’ and 
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‘empowering students.’ Breakout rooms provide students with the opportunity not only 

to interact with other classmates but also to collaborate and learn from each other.    

Maximize the use of visualization tools: Using features such as a white board, 

web cams and other interaction tools (Hyder, et al., 2007) helps to enhance engagement 

and activity in a virtual live setting. One important factor in any live class is the use of 

web cams. Johnson (2020) in a study on schools in California on weighing web camera 

concerns during online learning noted that “In a distance learning environment where 

teachers and students can’t be in the same location, maintaining face-to-face contact is 

critical to keeping students connected to their teachers and other students. It is about 

engagement” (Johnson, 2020). He advises that instructors should encourage the class to 

turn on their cameras as it facilitates better interaction and connection among students and 

between students and their instructor. 

Quiz, poll, and testing students to ensure retention and track productivity:  

Hyder, et al., (2007) advocate that “quizzing, gathering opinion and quick needs analysis” 

plays a major role in effectively delivering a live-online class. Polls can be created to 

‘build meaningful lesson introductions and evaluations’ (Hyder, et al., 2007). Surveys not 

only help to increase engagement in a live-class session but also help to gather feedback 

for future sessions. In this way, throughout the session, the class is engaged, and instructor 

gain feedback on students’ performance and their expectations. 

2.6 Best Practices for non-live online classes 

A lot of the literature on non-live online classes has looked at how to make 

Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) more engaging. In MOOCs, owing to the sheer 
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massive size of the class, direct student interaction with the professor is not even feasible, 

resulting in high dropout rates. To reduce dropout rates, MOOCs have sought to improve 

the online experience by using “video lectures and discussion forums as common 

instructional strategies” (Hew and Cheung, 2014). Given the challenges that MOOCs 

have, as a result of their size, many of the recommendations to improve the non-live online 

learning experience stem from studies on how to make MOOCs more engaging: 

Shorter pre-recorded videos are much more engaging: Several studies, such as 

that by Guo, et al., (2014) and Slemmons, et al., (2018) suggest that the length of the 

videos is one of the most important factors of engagement. Guo, et al., (2014) in their 

study ‘How Video Production Affects Student Engagement’ found that the best length for 

the videos was six to nine minutes, with the optimal duration being six minutes. It is not 

just the shorter length itself that makes such videos engaging (Anderson and Brennan, 

2015), but because of the more limited time to convey concepts instructors were forced to 

better plan and structure their videos (Guo, et al., 2014). 

Khan-style teaching makes learning more interactive and easier to grasp: 

Studying courses in a virtual environment can be difficult to grasp. In Khan-style videos, 

the instructor draws freely on the digital tablet/board (Guo, et al., 2014). Freehand 

sketching leads to an engaging dialogue and human writing is much more engaging than 

using computer fonts (Roam, 2013 as cited in Guo, et al., 2014). This is especially useful 

when the instructors have to explain complicated theories. Students can understand and 

grasp each element of the theory or a math formula as the instructor writes and explains. 

Use of discussion forums to form learning communities: Because of the lack of 

opportunity to facilitate interaction in a ‘live’ setting, and at different times, students are 
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at different stages of the course, MOOCs use discussion forums (Hew, 2015) to connect 

people throughout time and build a collaborative learning environment. MOOCs use these 

discussions as a way to deliver that social experience and offer the opportunity for the 

students all over the globe to learn from each other both culturally and academically 

(Baker, et al., 2014). The use of forums helps in achieving the outcome of student-student 

learning.  

2.7 Summary of techniques and outcomes from the literature 

In summary, the existing literature on Active Learning and Team-Based learning 

provides much evidence, on how to make the learning experience better for students by 

using active learning techniques, a flipped approach, ‘doing rather than just listening’, 

group application-based exercises. The literature on online learning, specifically on ‘live’ 

and ‘non-live’ online classes, with the latter being particularly informed by the experience 

of MOOCs, offers us some key recommendations, namely, to make videos short and 

engaging, use discussion forums, use breakout rooms, maximise the use of visualisation 

tools, live quizzing and polling, and use of Khan style teaching. Clearly, the existing 

literature on learning and online learning in particular, has much to offer education for 

dealing with many of the issues faced in the current covid-driven online learning 

environment. 
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However, there is no one technique that can solely provide the best online 

experience. By using a combination of these techniques, instructors can achieve optimal 

outcomes in the class. 

 

 

Tools and Techniques Outcome 

Flipped approach Active learning 

Short Pre-recorded videos Engagement 

Breakout Rooms, Quizzing and Polling  

Active Learning 

Networking with classmates 

Engagement 

Discussion Forums 
Student-student learning,  

Learning communities 

Readiness Assurance Process (RAP) 

Attendance,  

Motivation,  

Team cohesiveness 

Group application-based activities 

Active learning  

Critical thinking skills,  

Team building 

Table 1: Summary of techniques and outcomes 
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Chapter 3. Research Methodology 

This chapter explains the methodological approach that was used to conduct the study. 

The chapter is divided into two parts namely Survey and Panel Discussion. The survey 

consisted of sixty-five questions collected by having the respondents answer questions via 

Microsoft Forms. The panel discussion was conducted after the survey, to delve deeper 

into aspects the survey highlighted as key issues.  

 

3.1 Survey 

A survey was conducted via remote means with no face-to-face component 

keeping in mind health and safety guidelines as a part of the Covid 19 pandemic. The 

survey was reviewed and approved by the UNB Research Ethics Board and is on file as 

REB 2020-161. Information about the study and request for participants’ consent was 

listed on the cover of the survey. The participation was on a voluntary basis and there was 

no incentive provided for participating. No identifiable personal information was asked 

in the survey. All the information gathered was kept confidential and the same was also 

mentioned in the invitation email that contained a letter of information and consent.  

Invitation to participate in the survey was communicated through email by the 

MBA office. The survey was first rolled out right after the completion of the Fall semester 

2020 on December 23, 2020.  Two follow up reminder emails were consequently sent on 

December 30, 2020 and another one right after the start of winter term classes on January 

12, 2021.  
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The population size for the survey was the full cohort of the current MBA batch 

of approximately 80 students (forty 1st year and forty 2nd year) who had completed the 

Fall semester of 2020 via alternative delivery. A response rate of around 45% was 

received with a total of 35 students participating in the study. The acceptable response 

rate at 95% confidence level and 5% margin of error was 67 respondents. Since our survey 

had only 35 respondents, it resulted in margin of error of more than 10%. A total of 96 

courses (live virtual/flipped approach/self-study) were taken by the students at Faculty of 

Management, UNB. 

In terms of representativeness, the sample represented students with different 

work status (part-time/full-time/non-working) and also different ethnicity 

(Domestic/International). The sample of early respondents had higher levels of working 

part time students (53%) than the sample of late responders (see figure 2), suggesting the 

existence of a non-response bias by working full-time students. There was not much 

Figure 2: Representativeness across early and late respondents 
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variation in the early versus late respondents’ group in terms of domestic versus 

international students, suggesting that there was likely no non-response bias in this 

characteristic.  

While we recognize that the response rate of 45% was less than necessary to meet 

a 95% confidence level and 5% margin of error, we do think that even with a larger margin 

of error the survey still offered valuable insights to merit its use for offering 

recommendations. Similarly, we recognize that the representativeness in terms of full-

time versus part -time working students differed between early and late respondents, 

indicating a non-response bias by working full-time students. Nevertheless, we believe 

the survey addresses this issue by incorporating the full-time and part-time status in issues 

where the answers would likely have varied by these two types, such as in the preferred 

time of teaching. The representativeness of the sample was fine for the ratio of 

international to domestic students and there was no non-response bias in that regard. 

Hence, while we need to be careful about generalizing the results to all MBAs, we do 

believe the survey still offered valuable insights that enable us to provide 

recommendations for improving the online learning experience. 

The survey was administered through ‘Microsoft Forms’ and consisted of a total 

of 65 questions. The questions were grouped majorly into five categories: (i) 

Demographics, (ii) Current Classes, (iii) Future classes, (iv) Benefits/ Challenges and (v) 

Recommendation. The survey consisted of questions of various types including multiple 

choice (55), checkbox (more than one answer) (1), ranking order (1), 5-point Likert scale 

(2) and text box - short/long answer (6). In order to get more explanation for specific 
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answers, many questions had a follow up question asking for open-ended comments (see 

appendix for full questionnaire). 

The quantitative data from the survey results was analyzed using the Microsoft 

Excel and SPSS Statistics tools. The majority of the analysis was done through cross-

tables in order to find the relation between the row and column variables. A Pearson 

Correlation was further used to statistically find if there was a correlation among the study 

variables. 

Statistically significant correlations where further discussed by looking into the 

answers that that respondents provided on those factors. Because there were limitations 

to the level of granularity of the questions (see the limitations discussed in the conclusions 

chapter) and thus to the usefulness of the correlation table, some further survey responses 

were discussed that related to factors deemed relevant based on the literature and panel 

discussion. 

 

3.2 Panel Discussion 

A Panel discussion was conducted online using Microsoft Teams as no face-to-

face meeting was possible owing to the health and safety regulations resulting from 

Covid-19. The main purpose of the panel discussion was to get deeper insights from the 

survey findings. This enabled better understanding of what the MBA students were 

feeling, and what recommendations they had for the improvement of the online program. 

 An invitation to participate in the panel discussion was sent out via email by the 

MBA office on December 23, 2020. Follow up emails regarding the same were sent on 
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December 30, 2020 and another one right after the start of winter term classes on January 

12, 2021. Since strict confidentiality was maintained and no personal information was 

identified in the survey, participants were instructed to reach out to the MBA office to 

confirm their participation.   

The population size for the panel was the full cohort of MBA, consisting of around 

eighty students. With a response rate of 10%, a total of eight students participated in the 

discussion. One member from the Faculty of Management (MBA Programs Advisor) was 

also present as an observer to the discussion. The panel consisted of students with different 

demographics which helped to give a holistic understanding of their experiences. the 

participants consisted of the following: 

• Two international students (1st year) and taking classes from outside Canada 

• Two international students (2nd year) taking classes from Fredericton who also 

work part time 

• One international student (2nd year) taking classes from Fredericton but not 

working 

• One domestic student (2nd year) studying part time while working full time 

• Two domestic students (2nd year) studying full time 

It can be seen that the panel reflected the diversity in the MBA program in terms of work 

status, time zone, student status and also ethnicity. 

The discussion lasted for about one hour and forty-five minutes and each student 

contributed to all the topics discussed. The discussion was guided around the topics asked 

in the survey. It started with a discussion about the time zone and the experiences of 

participants with taking classes from a different time zone. The discussion then moved to 
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delivery format, the flipped approach, self-study and live virtual formats. Another 

interesting topic that was touched upon was break-out rooms and engagement levels. The 

discussion ended after participants gave their recommendations for improving the online 

courses. Overall, the students were encouraged to freely express their ideas and contribute 

to the discussion. 

To analyze the data gathered from the panel discussion, it was first transcribed 

using Microsoft Streams.  Different comments were organized and put together for each 

discussion topic. The main ideas from each topic were further specified and the final 

findings were denoted.   
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Chapter 4. Findings 

This chapter presents all the key findings from the study and helps to achieve the 

objectives of the study. The chapter is divided into two main parts: ‘Survey findings’ and 

‘Panel Discussion findings.’  

 

4.1 Survey Findings 

The key purpose of the survey was to understand the experiences of students taking online 

courses and what improvements could be done to improve the online experience. Both 

demographic and statistical analysis was used to analyze the data. Findings were derived 

for course delivery format and various related factors, challenges and benefits, preferred 

class time and preferred delivery format in future.  

 

4.2 Course Delivery Format 

As a part of the alternative delivery 

method, the MBA courses are currently 

delivered in three online formats: 

Combination of self-study and live virtual 

classes (Flipped Approach), Live virtual 

classes for 3 hours a week and Self-study 

with no live virtual classes. This survey had 

a total of 35 respondents in Fall 2020 

39%

51%

10%

Online Class Formats

Flipped
Approach

Live virtual
classes

Self-study

Figure 3: Course Delivery Formats 
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semester. Out of the 96 courses taken by the respondents, 51% of courses were delivered 

in Live virtual class format, 39% courses were delivered through flipped approach, and 

10% courses were self-study (see figure 3). 

The survey consisted of 6 factors to evaluate the experience of a student (1) 

Engagement level, (2) Effectiveness of Class time, (3) Amount of work Required, (4) 

Quantity and length of videos provided, (5) MS Teams meetings for group work during 

class time, and (6) Ease in getting help from the instructor.  

The correlation table (see table 2) shows the results of correlation with all the 

factors that impact the overall experience of a student while taking a particular class. As 

per the results, the correlation was significant for course format with engagement level 

and course format with amount and quality of videos provided. The test did not show any 

significant correlation of course format with the other factors. However, there is a lot to 

learn from demographics analysis of these variables as they present a significant pattern 

which would help to improve online teaching. 

Other significant relations that were found were engagement with the effective 

utilization of class time, the amount of work required, and the availability of instructor. 

These significant correlations are very logical connections and self-evident since 

engagement in the class gets affected by the bond between instructor and students. If 

instructors are easily available and respond to student’s issues or concerns, students tend 

to get more interest in the class and hence they actively engage. Also, if class time is 

effectively utilized, it makes sense that students were better engaged in the class. The 

study therefore does not go deeper into these self-evident factors. 
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The effective utilization of class time was significantly correlated with the amount 

of work and the availability of instructor.  It is logical that, if more work can be done 

outside the class, the class time would be used effectively and vice versa. Lastly, the 

amount of work required was correlated to video being provided, the use of MS Teams 

meetings for group work, and the availability of the instructor. This is all very logical and 

self-evident and therefore not delved into deeper below. 

In light of the above discussion, this chapter seeks to understand further the 

demographic analysis (cross tables) of course format with all the above-mentioned 

variables. 

 

Table 2: Correlations 
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4.2.1 Course Format and Engagement Level 

The live virtual format and flipped approach were considered the most engaging, 

with 43% and 41% of respondents (see figure 4) considering them to be highly engaging. 

Only 3% found the flipped approach not at all engaging while the live virtual format was 

found not at all engaging by 10% of respondents. Conversely, in self-study courses, 50% 

of students rated them as not engaging while 40% found them neutral. Only 10% found 

them to be highly engaging. 

 

4.2.2 Course format and Quality/ Length of videos 

46% of the flipped approach classes had videos that were considered long in 

duration. 47% of live virtual classes did not provide any videos as a part of the course (see 

Figure 4: Level of engagement in each course format 
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figure 5). Also, in the survey questionnaire, the participants were not offered an option to 

specify the exact length they preferred or something they liked/disliked in the videos (see 

limitations). Notwithstanding, it does show that videos were mostly used in flipped 

approaches. However, the respondents were mixed about whether they were too long or 

not. 

 

4.2.3 Course format and Effectiveness of Class Time 

The MBA courses are currently delivered in either a one 3-hour class session or 

two 1.5-hour class sessions in a week. In the flipped approach format, the class occurs 

only for 1.5 hours in a week and the students are typically required to watch recorded 

videos prior to attending class. The survey results (see figure 6) show that the students 

found that both live virtual and flipped approach class formats utilized class time most 

effectively (84%). There was no significant difference between the formats 

Quality/Length of Videos  

Figure 5: Quality/length of videos 
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4.2.4 Course format and Amount of work required outside the class 

All three course formats required work outside the class (see Figure 7). Around 90% of 

flipped approach and live virtual classes required somewhat and very much work outside 

the class. Only 10% of live virtual formats classes did not require any work outside the 

class; this was much less at just 5% in the flipped approach classes.  

Effectiveness of Class Time  

Figure 6: Effectiveness of class time in each course format 

Figure 7: Amount of work required in each course format 
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4.2.5 Course format and MS Teams meetings for group work during class time 

For self-study courses, there were no break-out rooms since there were no live lectures by 

the instructor. Yet, having said that, students did meet for their group work during the 

scheduled class hours while 65% of live virtual and 78% of flipped approach classes had 

breakout rooms during class time (see figure 8). 

 

Another important aspect to note is the effect of MS Teams meetings (breakout 

rooms) on the engagement level.  

From the graph below (see figure 9), it can be clearly seen that 67% of classes 

having MS Teams meeting during the class time were somewhat and very engaging versus 

18% not at all and not very engaging. On the other hand, classes that did not have Teams 

meeting during the class, only 53% of them were somewhat and very engaging versus 

29% not at all and not very engaging. 

 

Figure 8: MS Teams meeting during class time for group work in each course format 
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Another relationship to note (see figure 10) is the level of engagement when 

having MS teams meetings during class time. 81% of live virtual classes were somewhat 

and very engaging when having MS Teams meeting during class time versus 9% not at 

all and not very engaging. 69% of flipped approach classes were somewhat and very 

engaging versus 17% not at all and not very engaging. For self-study format, since there 

was no class time, the respondents were highly neutral. 

Figure 9: Engagement & MS Teams meeting during class time for group work 

Figure 10: Engagement & MS Teams meeting during class time for group work across each course 

format 
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4.2.6 Course format and Help from instructor 

Survey results show (see figure 11) that in 78% of live virtual classes, instructors 

are willing to meet students through any method, be it email, call, or availability during 

the live class session. However, in only 57% of flipped approach classes, instructors are 

willing to meet through any method and 20% of the times they communicate through 

quick email response. 

 

 

4.2.7 Highlights of observations from course formats and its contributing factors 

As summarized in Table 3, the flipped approach and live virtual classes showed higher 

levels of engagement, effectiveness of class time, and MS Teams meetings for group work 

during class time. Work required outside class time was highest in self-study courses, 

followed by flipped approach and live virtual classes. In terms of the videos provided as 

a part of the course material, the flipped approach was deemed to have a good number of 

videos. However, there were mixed responses with regards to the length of the videos. 

Help from Instructor 

Figure 11: Help from instructor in each course format 
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Live virtual formats had few videos while self-study had the least number of videos 

provided. Students were easily able to reach their instructors for help in all three delivery 

formats. 

 

 

Summary of Findings 

Delivery Format 
Flipped 

Approach 
Live Virtual Self-Study 

Engagement level 
41% think very 

engaging 

43% think very 

engaging 

Only 10% 

think very 

engaging 

Effectiveness of Class time 84% 84% NA 

Amount of work Required 

outside the class 

59% think very 

much required 

 35% think very 

much required  

60% think very 

much required 

Videos provided 

Good number of 

videos of both 

short and long 

length 

Not too many 

videos 

Very few 

videos 

MS Teams meetings for 

group work during class time 
78% 65% 70% 

Ease in getting help from 

instructor 
57% 78% 60% 

Table 3: Findings Highlights 
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4.3 Challenges of Online Learning 

As per the survey results (see figure 12), 63% of the respondents found networking 

with classmates and communication with group members somewhat and very much 

challenging. The ability to concentrate was found somewhat and very much challenging 

by 54% respondents; 30% of them did not find it at all and not very challenging while the 

remaining 14% were neutral. 

 

The three least challenging aspects were accessibility, communication with 

professors, and time zone differences. Accessibility (technology, learning tools) was 

found not at all and not very challenging by 63% of respondents while only 3% found it 

very much challenging. 49% of respondents found communication with professors not at 

all and not very challenging while only 6% found it very much challenging. Time zone 

Figure 12: Challenges of online learning 
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differences had a mixed choice with 46% of respondents finding it to be not at all and not 

very challenging while 34% finding it to be somewhat and very much challenging. 

Some of the other challenges that the participants mentioned in the survey were 

the difficulty to write online exams and receiving support from professors. Respondents 

said, “Writing in word or excel during an exam seemed more time consuming instead of 

paper” (student who is International, not-working, with four courses, Survey, 2021).  

A student taking one of the courses as self-study format wrote that “The ability to 

have the instructors to answer your questions quickly does not happen efficiently when 

you do not have class instruction. Tests and exams are awful” (Full-time domestic 

student, Survey, 2021).  Another student commented “Timed test periods as kind of 

technical issues can torpedo your grade quickly” (Working part time domestic student, 

Survey, 2021).  

From the above comments, it can be clearly observed that the students find it 

difficult to write online exams and that they are concerned about the impact on the grade. 

Also, one of the full-time working students taking just one course raised a concern on how 

the online setting is not natural and said “Organic learning that comes from the physical 

classroom” is a challenge in online classes as adhoc conversations and problem solving 

with peers and the prof in a virtual class is not as natural or common (Full time working 

student, Survey, 2021).  

A student taking both live virtual and self-study courses commented on the lack 

of breakout rooms and group work in their comments: -- “There were no group 

discussions in the class as they might occur in the physical presence and the presentations 

are not fun either online” (Working part time international student, Survey, 2021). 
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4.4 Benefits of Online Learning 

As per the survey results (see figure 13), the three biggest benefits of online 

learning were convenience, reduced travel time and ease of attending classes. Around 

95% of respondents found convenience/access from anywhere somewhat and very much 

beneficial while on the other hand 89% of respondents found reduced travel time/ parking 

issues found somewhat and very much beneficial. Ease of attending classes was found 

somewhat and very much beneficial by 77% of respondents while only 3% of respondents 

found it not all beneficial. 

 

The two least beneficial aspects of online learning were time management and the 

increased variety of learning tools as compared to all other above-mentioned benefits. 

However, both of these benefits were still found somewhat and very much beneficial by 

Figure 13: Benefits of online learning 
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more than 50% of the respondents. 32% of the respondents found the increased variety of 

learning tools not at all and not very beneficial.  

One student said, “online learning is more convenience; it would be great if the 

MBA was fully online” (Full time working student, Survey, 2021). Currently, the MBA 

program courses offered online are not just taken by students living in New Brunswick or 

Canada but by students living in other parts of the world as well. This makes 

convenience/access from anywhere the biggest advantage of the current MBA program. 

Also, one of the international students said, “I feel more relaxed since I’m kind of 

an introvert person” (International student, Survey, 2021). An online program helped 

students to participate in the class easily in contradiction to physical class setting.   

One of the problems is the long travel and parking issues when taking in person 

classes. With the second highest preference, reduced travel time has helped to save both 

time and travel cost. One of the survey respondents who is taking classes from Fredericton 

highlighted that “it has been nice not having to drive to campus to fight for parking. It 

also has allowed me to have more time in the day for myself” (Domestic student, Survey, 

2021). Overall, reduction in travel time helped students to manage their time more 

efficiently and effectively. 

Participants also mentioned several other benefits as well. One of the full-time 

working students who was taking 3-4 classes expressed that the benefit of having the 

“flexibility of going back to the recorded materials to gain proper understanding after 

the class is over” (Full time working, Survey, 2021). Another student who was taking 4-

6 courses said that “The recorded videos of class are very helpful when I want to review 

the content’’ (Full time student, Survey, 2021).   
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Students appreciate the flexibility of online class and tools used in the process. 

One student mentioned that “it's good to watch the videos at your own pace” (Working 

part time International student, Survey, 2021) and another highlighted the benefit of “one 

stop learning (D2L)” (Not working International student, Survey, 2021) which ties to the 

flipped approach classes in which lectures are pre-recorded and discussions take place 

during the live class.  

Reduced stress was identified as another benefit by many students in the survey. 

One commented about the “comfortability of the convenience/time management” and 

clarified that. “I feel my stress has been reduced in many ways due to being able to learn 

from home” (Working part time domestic student, Survey, 2021). Another student 

mentioned that the “reduced costs, reduced stress overall, prepared me for remote work 

into the future” (Full time domestic student, Survey, 2021). Online learning took away so 

many mundane tasks from daily life, that students could just focus on their studies and 

not worry about anything else. 
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4.5 Work Status and Class Timing  

As part of the survey (see figure 14), respondents were asked what time of the day 

they preferred to have their classes. More than half (54%) of the students prefer the 

evening slot 5.30 PM to 7.00 PM while 49% also prefer the 4.00 PM to 5.30 PM time slot. 

On the other hand, 43% of the students like the morning and afternoon time slot from 

10.00 AM to 11.30 AM and 11.30 AM to 1.00PM. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The following graph (see figure 15) relates the two variables, working status and 

class timings, that will help to understand how preferences change with respect to the 

work status of the student.  It is found that students working full time prefer to have their 

classes mostly in the evening slots (4:00 PM to 5:30 PM) and (5:30 PM to 7:00 PM). 

Conversely, non-working students selected the mornings slots as their most preferred 

class timings. Working part time students were spread across all the times. 

Figure 14: Preferred class time 
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4.6 Preference of Delivery Format in Future 

As a part of the survey, the 

participants were asked which delivery 

format they would prefer post pandemic.  

More than half of the 

respondents (51.4%) chose to have in-

person classes on campus (see figure 

16). Around 34% students would like to 

have a hybrid model, a combination of 

online and in person classes, while 14% 

like to follow the current format 

(alternative delivery). 

Breaking down the demographics in terms of work status for the above preferences 

(see figure 17), it is interesting to find out that students having different work status have 

14.3%

34.3%
51.4%

Preference  of Delivery Format Post 
Pandemic

Same as the current
mode (alternative
delivery)

Hybrid (alternative
and in person)

In person classes on
campus

Work Status and Preferred Class Time 

Figure 15: Work status and preferred class time 

Figure 16: Preference of delivery format post 

pandemic 



 

43 

 

different choices of delivery format. More than 50% of working full time students prefer 

to have hybrid classes (combination of alternative and in person) and just 22% want in 

person classes in future.  

On the other hand, 71.4% of working part time students wish to have in person 

classes in future. Interestingly 80% out of this 71.4% of the students are international 

students who are currently taking classes from Fredericton. Non-working students had a 

mixed response with 50% students wanting in-person classes while another 50% were 

comfortable with alternative delivery. 

 

4.7 Findings from the Panel Discussion 

The main purpose of the panel discussion was to get deeper insights from the 

survey findings. A total of eight students participated in the Panel Discussion. The 

following topics were discussed: (i) Class structure, (ii) Time Zone, (iii) Group Work, (iv) 

Student Engagement, and (v) Course Delivery Format 

Work status and preference of delivery format post pandemic 

Figure 17: Work status and preference of delivery format post pandemic 
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4.7.1 Class Structure 

Mostly all MBA courses are 3 credit hours wherein either there would be one 3-hour class 

per week or two 1.5-hour classes per week.  The respondents were asked in the discussion 

which class structure they preferred. 

All the participants were of a common view that courses such as finance/ statistics 

accounting should have two sessions of 1.5 hour each. A second-year student said that “3 

hours of straight numbers, math makes me overwhelmed. I am usually burnt out by the 

last hour” (Full time student, Panel Discussion, 2021). It was found that students don’t 

want to go for all 3-hour classes and just get away with a course, instead they want to 

grasp and make the most of it. 

A student expressed that she liked how in one of her courses of Venture creation 

(3 hours), the 1st half, they do the deliverables and all the practical work while in the 2nd 

half they listen to the lecture. Hearing this, all other students expressed their likes to this 

method. 

Interestingly, a second-year full time working student did not care if it was 3 hours 

or not, the student just wanted to have pre-recorded lectures. With this he can listen to the 

classes anytime.  

Another point which was brought up under this topic was the role of pre-class 

readings. “If you already have so many pre-class readings, there is no point in having 3 

hrs of class because you have already gone through so much. Most if it would be repeated. 
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If you have so much work before the class, classes should be 1.5 hrs” (Full time 

International student, Panel Discussion, 2021) 

 

4.7.2 Time zone 

An International student taking classes from a different time zone (Indian Standard 

time) expressed that in Fall semester 2020 they did have the flexibility to take any class 

out of the two sessions. This time he was having 5 courses and there was no choice of 

choosing the time and have to attend both the classes. Two of the courses occurred in their 

evening time which he was okay with, but for the other courses he had to be awake till 

late night or early morning. It disrupted his sleep cycle and productivity. He further argued 

that he would like to see some flexibility and also have screen time with the professor 

(International student, Panel Discussion, 2021). 

Another international student from a different time zone (Indian Standard Time) 

expressed that she would really like to have both pre-recorded lectures and also live 

lectures recorded (International student, Panel Discussion, 2021). 

 

4.7.3 Group work 

When taking classes virtually, managing group work becomes one of the most 

vital and challenging tasks. The panel group discussion also focussed on the topic of group 

work, optimal number of members in a group, and break out rooms. 
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When asked in the panel which platform students used to work on collaboratively, it was 

either through Microsoft office or Google docs. However, the quality of work was not as 

productive as when they would have met in the library.  

 Another key point that was brought in the discussion was that the amount 

of group work should be mentioned in the course outlines. Students expressed difficulty 

in coordinating while working with other members virtually. “Some courses have too 

much group work than individual work. We have to put so much time in coordination” 

(Student taking live virtual class, Working part time, Panel Discussion, 2021). Students 

did raise issue about the weight of groupwork component in a course outline. A working 

part time student said that “The percentage allotted to group work should be reduced. 

This is just because of online classes and coordination. Convenience was easy in person. 

Time to decide for meeting itself takes so much discussion” (Student taking live virtual 

class, Working part time, Panel discussion, 2021).  

Finding common time to meet outside the class was a big problem faced by the 

students. “I don’t love group work now in the online method. People have become busier, 

and it is hard to find common time” (Student taking live virtual class, Working part time, 

Panel discussion, 2021). 

The other issue that was brought in the discussion was accountability and 

engagement of team members. “You don’t get responses from other team members. I 

thrive on people’s reaction. Now we want to just get done with the group work” (Working 

part time student, Panel Discussion, 2021). 

A student mentioned in regards to the reason for difficult communication with 

group members that “The reason why communicating with group members becomes a 
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challenge is because with online meetings, it becomes difficult to coordinate and get 

feedback from one another.” (Full time local student, Panel Discussion, 2021) 

The further discussion centered on an optimal team size when participants raised 

the issue of free riders in a team and how coordination gets difficult with 5-6 members in 

a group. A live voting was conducted during the panel discussion and it was concluded 

that 3 members in a group was a perfect size, although everyone was okay with 3-4 

members.  

 

4.7.4 Student Engagement 

When the students were asked about the engagement level in the panel discussion, 

the majority of them said that the screen time with the instructor, break out rooms, and 

the live discussions were major contributors of the class engagement levels. 

A second-year student mentioned that she got more engaged in the online setting 

and was always very nervous during in person classes. “I feel more comfortable with this 

added layer in the virtual environment” (Full time domestic student, Panel Discussion, 

2021). Discussing about her break room experiences, the participant expressed how she 

got a chance to know her other classmates. “If I don’t have any breakout room or group 

project, I am not going to randomly message anyone and say hello” (Full time domestic 

student, Panel Discussion, 2021). 

Overall, all the students who participated in breakout rooms had a very positive 

experience. They could meet and talk to people.  
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Another advantage of break-out rooms was identified by a student taking a 

statistics course. “Another aspect of a breakout room is that you get to do that activity 

together. Statistics is something that you can have different approaches to and still arrive 

at the right answer. During these breakout rooms, I learnt about different aspects of doing 

a problem together. It was a very refreshing experience” (Full time International student, 

Panel Discussion, 2021) 

Participants who did not experience the breakout rooms had no chance to know 

other people. They expressed that they would love to have had them. 

 

4.7.5 Course Delivery Format 

The panel was asked on their views on their preferred mode of course delivery and 

the reasons behind it. There were mixed opinions on what the students wanted. Some 

participants preferred a flipped approach while others wanted live classes but also with 

the flexibility of recording them. 

Those that liked the flipped approach did so because of its flexibility and the 

recorded lectures. It was found that, working full time students liked the flexibility of 

taking classes anytime from anywhere. “I want a flipped approach. I like the aspect of 

self-paced pre-recorded lectures and also getting the support from professor” (Working 

full time student, Panel discussion, 2021). The major benefit that was identified for the 

flipped approach was the ability to listen to lectures anytime from anywhere. “If there are 

pre-recorded lectures, I can go back anytime and listen to it” (Full time Domestic student 

Panel Discussion, 2021). It was noted that students preferred to have class time for group 
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discussions and activities. “I would like to have Flipped approach classes. Some materials 

should be recorded and there should be live classes for discussions and problem solving” 

(Full time international student, Panel Discussion, 2021). 

Other participants preferred live classes mainly either due to more screen time 

with professor or having difficulty watching pre-recorded lectures. A second-year full 

time domestic student expressed that “How I see, I am paying for it. I would want more 

screen time with professor. I can read books on my own. I want interactions and in class 

learnings” (Full time domestic student, Panel Discussion, 2021). Interest in a course was 

another factor for not wanting to watch pre-recorded lectures and rather attend live 

classes. “I would like live lectures. I am not very good with self-paced learning. Also, it 

is very interest based. If I know this course will help, then only I will be motivated to listen 

to the recording” (Full time International student, Panel Discussion, 2021). 

A first-year international student taking classes from a different time zone 

mentioned that “Some pre-recorded lectures are very long and mind draining. But during 

live classes, you can still manage. As an ideal thing, live lectures should be recorded and 

there should be more screen time with professor” (International student, Panel 

Discussion, 2021) 

In addition, from the panel discussion it was clear that some students find it 

difficult to manage their time while taking flipped approach classes as they tend to 

procrastinate watching recorded videos. “I want live lectures. If they are pre-recorded, it 

should be concise, crisp, and interesting” (Full time International student, Panel 

Discussion, 2021). 
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Overall, the participants were satisfied with flipped approach classes but asking 

for quality pre-recorded videos while others wanted live classes with the flexibility of 

recording them. 
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Chapter 5. Conclusion 

This chapter summarizes the findings of survey and panel discussion. Based on these 

findings and a review of literature, the chapter includes recommendations such as use of 

active learning techniques, breakout rooms, effective techniques for efficient group work, 

etc. to improve the online learning experience. It also discusses limitations of the study, 

future research, and the relevance of this study.  

 

Introduction 

Online learning has been a boon to mankind, making high quality education 

available across the world, sometimes for free to those who could otherwise never afford 

it. However, the covid-19 pandemic made online learning the only option and not a choice 

anymore. While there have been positive aspects of the move to online learning, such as 

convenience and increased flexibility, there have also been many complaints about the 

online learning experience. The key purpose of this study was to see if the online learning 

experiences of the MBA students could be improved at the University of New Brunswick 

(UNB), Fredericton. 

A study of the existing literature on learning, and specifically on online education, 

was conducted in order to understand what works and does not work in terms of improving 

learning and online education. This study keyed in on the literature on active learning, in 

particular team-based learning as it provides a lot of structure on how to optimize the 

learning experience, and the literature on online learning, especially that on Massive Open 

Online Courses (MOOCs). Some key findings from this review were about making the 

learning experience better for students by using active learning techniques, flipped 
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approaches, ‘doing rather than just listening’, group application-based exercises, 

discussion forums, and secondly about implementing these practises in an online 

environment.  

Besides a literature review, this study also sought to determine student experiences 

with online education in the MBA program at the University of New Brunswick’s Faculty 

of Management. Therefore, an online survey and a virtual panel discussion were 

conducted. A total of thirty-five MBA students (both 1st and 2nd year) participated in the 

survey of about sixty-five questions, while eight people participated in the panel 

discussion. The discussion went about one hour and forty-five minutes. The main 

objective of conducting the panel discussion was to get deeper insights from the survey 

questions and know more about the experience of the MBA students. This consisted of 

discussion on delivery format, differences in time zone, engagement level, group work, 

and recommendations.  

From the survey results, it was found that out of the three online course formats 

offered by UNB, both the flipped approach and the live virtual format had higher levels 

of engagement and effectiveness of class time, and MS Teams meetings for group work 

during class time. 

Students found classes were more engaging if they had breakout rooms during the 

class session. This was consistent with previous studies. When asked in the survey about 

the preference of course format, there was negligible difference between both live virtual 

and flipped approach. Students appreciated the flexibility of pre-recorded lectures in the 

flipped approach, although they did not like it when pre-recorded videos were too long, 
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while live virtual classes were appreciated for the screen time students had with the 

professor. 

Students preferred morning and evening slots for class timings. The choice 

depended on the work status of the student. Full time working students preferred to have 

their classes mostly in the evening slots i.e., 4:00 PM – 5:30 PM and 5:30 PM – 7:00 PM. 

Conversely, non-working students selected the mornings slots as their most preferred 

class timings. Working part time students were spread across all the times. 

Overall, it can be concluded that since the office working hours in Canada are 

mostly till 4 PM or 5 PM for most of the jobs, working full time students would like to 

have classes after their work hours since it will be much more convenient. 

Networking with classmates was the biggest challenge faced by the students 

mainly due to the lack of interaction opportunities in an online setting. Students having 

live virtual classes didn’t have many group discussions during the class and that made the 

classes boring. Ad hoc conversations and problem solving with peers was also not found 

in most of the online classes. These complaints were consistent with previous studies. 

As part of the survey, the participants were asked which delivery format (in-

person/alternative/hybrid) they would prefer post pandemic. More than 50% of working 

full time students prefer to have hybrid classes (combination of alternative and in-person), 

71.4% of working part time students wish to have in-person classes while not working 

students had a mixed response with 50% students wanting in person classes while the 

other 50% were comfortable with alternative delivery. It can inferred that working full 

time students like the flexibility of the online classes as they can manage their work and 
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study both efficiently. Working part time students were mostly international students who 

come to Canada and they prefer to have in-person classes. 

It was found in the panel discussion that students wanted finance classes to be 1.5 

hour instead of 3 hours. The reason behind this is passively listening to finance lectures 

is very mind draining for students. This finding is consistent with the literature review 

which suggests that active learning techniques should be used instead. Findings from 

panel discussion were consistent with survey finding in terms of the course format. There 

was a mixed review on the preferred course format. However, all students did wish to 

have breakout rooms in their classes as it made classes more engaging. 

 

5.1 Recommendations 

Based on the literature review and survey and panel discussion this study leads to the 

following recommendations. 

 

5.1.1 Course Format 

Make use of Flipped approach in online classes 

Team-Based Learning involves using a flipped approach (Michaelsen, 2008) 

wherein student will study assigned readings or watch pre-recorded lectures to prepare 

before class. This approach allows the students to participate much better in the class since 

they have already gone through the basic content before the scheduled class (Anderson 

and Brennan, 2015). The class time instead is used for actively engaging with the 

materials (i.e. ‘doing’) through tests, quizzes, application exercise, discussions, and 
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feedback. Also, there was positive feedback on the flipped approach in the panel 

discussion. “I want a flipped approach. I like the aspect of self-paced pre-recorded lecture 

and also the […] support from [the] professor” (Working full time student, Panel 

discussion, 2021). This leads to active learning for the students and makes online classes 

more engaging. 

 

5.1.2 Course structure 

Make online courses more structured and organized 

Students complained about a lack of course objectives and course structure and 

organization, or as one student stated, “we had exams that were cancelled at the last 

moment” (2nd year MBA student, Panel Discussion, 2021). Course structure that worked 

for in-person classes will not work as well for online classes. Therefore, instructors need 

to develop course outlines for online classes and purposely build in factors such as group 

work, engagement activities, and online quizzes into the course. Just like Team-Based 

Learning (TBL) purposely structures much of the in-person class experience, so too 

should a similar approach be applied to an online setting. 

 

Ensure that D2L Brightspace (Learning Management System) is very neatly 

organized 

With online learning, the use of D2L becomes much more prominent, yet as one 

student said “for some courses, D2L is so unorganized [with] all the files […] uploaded 

in a bulk manner” (Full time student, Panel Discussion, 2021). It is highly recommended 
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that instructors ensure that files are uploaded on D2L and course materials represented in 

a systematic and organized way. This will help students to quickly find what they are 

looking for and make their online learning more efficient. 

 

Finance classes should have 2 sessions of 1.5 hour each  

The Finance/ statistics/accounting should have two sessions of 1.5 hour each. In 

the panel discussion, it was found that a 3-hour class format created a negative impact on 

the learning of the students. “3 hours of straight numbers, math makes me overwhelmed. 

I am usually burnt out by the last hour” (Full time student, Panel Discussion, 2021). 

Students want to make the best use of it. It would be even better if the instructors use the 

methodology of active learning (McKeachie, et al.,1986) while teaching these courses to 

engage students in the class. Research has shown that active learning leads to better results 

in terms of increase in engagement and improvement in performance of the students 

(Wieman, 2014; Freeman, et al., 2014). 

 

Allow the recording of online live lectures 

People from different time zones and those who work full time often find it 

difficult to catch up owing to the timings of the live classes. Not just that, many times, 

students face technical problems as well, or as one student put it “If the live classes can 

be recorded, it will help us to watch the lecture anytime at our convenience” (First year 

international student, Panel Discussion). Therefore, students in the panel suggested to 

have the flexibility of having live lectures recorded.  
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5.1.3 Engagement 

Encourage more breakout rooms during live class time 

As per the survey results, 63% of the respondents found networking with 

classmates and communication with group members somewhat or very challenging. 

Several studies in the past (Chandler, 2016; Tonsmann, 2014) have identified how 

breakout rooms increase engagement, facilitate ‘collaborative learning’, ‘peer-to-peer 

support’ and ‘empower students.’ Our results show that 67% of classes having MS Teams 

meeting during the class time (breakout rooms) were somewhat and very engaging versus 

18% not at all and not very engaging. This was supported by a positive feedback about 

the breakout rooms during the panel discussion and all the participants mentioned how 

having break out rooms increased the engagement level in the class and provided 

opportunities to network and work with other people in the class. Hence it is highly 

recommended that all the online classes should encourage the use of these breakout rooms 

during their class time. 

 

Maximize the use of visualization tools and Use Khan style teaching (especially for 

courses with numerical content) 

Our study results show that 54% of respondents found the ability to concentrate to 

be one of the biggest challenges faced by the MBA students in an online setting. The 

literature provides much evidence on best practices to actively engage students in the class 

and enhance the concentration level for the students. Using features such as a white board, 
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web cams and other interaction tools (Hyder, et al., 2007) help to enhance engagement 

and activity in a virtual live setting. Freehand sketching leads to an engaging dialogue and 

human writing is much more engaging than computer fonts (Roam, 2013 as cited in Guo, 

et al., 2014). If instructors can write formulas and make small diagrams on a virtual board 

while teaching in the class, this will make the class more engaging and interactive, and 

students can understand the formula better than on a PowerPoint slide. Professors at the 

same time should encourage students to solve problems at the same time as the instructor 

is doing it.  

 

Short length pre-recorded videos 

The panel discussion results show that students really appreciated pre-recorded 

lectures. It was observed that 46% of the flipped approach classes had videos that were 

long length, however the exact length was not specified in the question (see limitations). 

In the panel discussion, students further expressed that “some pre-recorded lectures are 

very long and mind draining” (Panel Discussion, 2021). When videos are long, students 

find them boring and hard to follow. Several studies, such as of Guo, et al., (2014) and 

Slemmons, et al., (2018) suggest that the length of the videos is one of the most important 

factors of engagement. It is recommended that instructors should provide shorter pre-

recorded videos, of not more than six minutes and make and be featured in these videos 

themselves instead of having teaching assistants perform this role as it helps students to 

gain a better understanding of the topic and also creates a bond with the teacher. 

Quiz, poll, and testing students to ensure retention and track productivity 
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Students have complained about not getting a lively classroom environment in an 

online setting (Panel Discussion, 2021). This leads to a lack of interest and consequently 

low performance. If instructors can make use of in class polls to ‘build meaningful lesson 

introductions and evaluations’ (Hyder, et al., 2007), it will help to actively engage students 

in the class. Also, instructors can use surveys at the end of class to gather feedback for 

future sessions. Putting short quizzes after a few slides helps instructors have an idea about 

students’ performance and their expectations and also keep students active during the 

class. 

 

5.1.4 Group work 

Allow group meetings during class time and ensure the group work component is 

not more than 50% of the total grade 

The participants in panel discussion expressed their concerns with regards to 

group work in an online setting. One student explained that “the reason why 

communicating with group members becomes a challenge is because with online 

meetings, it becomes difficult to coordinate and get feedback from one another” (Full 

time local student, Panel Discussion, 2021). Another had mentioned “time to decide for 

meeting itself takes so much discussion” (Working part time student, Panel discussion, 

2021). This was supported by our survey results since 63% of the respondents found 

communication with group members to be the biggest challenge. It is highly 

recommended that students are provided time to meet during class for group work. Also, 
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the group work component should not exceed 50% of the total grade as group work is not 

as easy as it was when classes were in-person. 

 

Encourage self-managed teams and team size of 3-4 members 

It was found in the panel discussion that having group sizes of more than 5 people 

didn’t help anyone, rather it allowed many people to take a free ride. Not just this, it 

becomes difficult to coordinate with so many people in a group and hence the work is 

very fragmented. Participants in the panel discussion voted on the optimal number and as 

a result 3 members in a group was considered a perfect size while everyone was okay with 

3-4 members. The literature provides much help for organizing and structuring effective 

group work. For example, the Team-Based Learning approach is setup in such a way that 

it ensures groups develop into ‘effective self-managed learning teams’ (Michaelsen, 

2008). It is advised that groups should not be voluntarily made by the students, but that 

instructors should strategically make them (Michaelsen, 2008). This helps to bring 

“diversity of resources, such as education, experience, and cultural background” (Ofstad, 

et al., 2013) and “thereby create a balance of perspective among all teams and no 

particular team is advantaged or disadvantaged” (Ofstad, et al., 2013). Also, during class, 

teams should be given practical problems to solved. This not only helps students to 

“develop insights into their strengths and weaknesses as learners and as team members” 

(Michaelsen, 2008) but also build critical thinking and team building skills. 
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Peer evaluations should be mandatory 

As one student complained “no professor asked for peer evaluation this semester, 

but it was there in 1st year during in person” (Panel Discussion, 2021). Peer evaluations 

help to grade each group member for his/her work fairly. This makes each team member 

accountable for their work and effort. Having peer evaluations for all the group tasks will 

not only help to ensure that no group member is taking a free ride but also rewards people 

for their outstanding effort. Michaelsen (2008) suggests that the grade should be “based 

on 1) individual performance, 2) team performance, and 3) each members’ contributions 

to the success of their teams” (Michaelsen, 2008). The idea is not to modify the group 

grade but give a separate contribution grade. This not only helps to provide incentive to 

individuals for their contribution but also addresses any equity concerns.  

 

5.2 Limitations of the study 

This study is not without its limitations. The level of granularity of the survey 

questions was not at the course level. Therefore, it was not possible to relate certain factors 

to particular instructors or methods of teaching. While this ensured anonymity, it reduced 

the ability to truly link factors to particular methods of instruction in a more detailed 

manner. 

The study was just limited to the MBA program at UNB and did not include any 

other program. Including other programs would have allowed us to see if certain formats 

and techniques work better for certain types of disciplines, programs, or types of students. 

The sample size in the study was insufficiently large to ensure a representative sample of 
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the population and give accurate results that would enable generalizing findings to the 

entire MBA with a very high level of confidence. There was a non-response bias by full-

time working students which limits the representativeness of the sample. The survey 

questionnaire just asked about the quality and length (short/long) of the pre-recorded 

videos. However, there should have been a separate question on the exact length of the 

videos that students prefer or consider as short or long. For the question on the preference 

of delivery formats (in-person/alternative delivery/hybrid) in the future, the option of 

hybrid was not very clear since it could mean a combination of online and in-person across 

different courses or the use of in-person and alternative delivery mechanism within a 

single course. 

 

5.3 Future Research 

Future research can address some of these limitations. For example, such future 

studies could include a finer granularity by obtaining data at the course level in terms of 

course format, course name, and instructor name to provide a better understanding of a 

particular course. Also, future studies can expand the scope of the study to other 

disciplines and do a comparative analysis of online programs at different schools in 

Canada. We recommend building in some incentive to obtain higher response rates and 

better representativeness in future studies. Future studies could also improve the phrasing 

of certain questions, such as asking for the specific length of the pre-recorded videos. 

 



 

63 

 

5.4 Relevance of the study 

The study holds both practical and theoretical relevance. In terms of practical 

relevance, the study helps to improve the online MBA program at the University of New 

Brunswick by deducing recommendations from the study’s findings and literature review. 

These findings can be used by other schools or instructors who seek to provide an 

improved online education experience.  In terms of theoretical relevance, this study shows 

that previous theoretical findings are still applicable in the current scenario, even when 

online learning is not a choice but the only option. Techniques of active learning 

methodology, team-based learning, strategies of MOOCs can all be applied to improve 

online learning. The covid-19 educational transition was a massive experiment. This study 

has sought to take lessons from that experiment, and by linking it with previous 

knowledge on learning and online learning from the literature, deduce lessons so that next 

time such a transition happens we’ll be prepared for a more seamless transition. 
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