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Abstract: This paper reports the findings from an investigation into the distance learning support systems of a
UK University’s overseas MBA programme. This programme is provided to several countries around the world in
alliance with the overseas’ local higher educational institutions (HEIls), and is delivered primarily via online
courses, but also with periods of face-to-face teaching by both UK and local staff. The aim of the research was to
evaluate the learning support mechanisms that are used to deliver this programme overseas, and to determine
their impact on the learning experience of the MBA students. The primary research method was questionnaire
surveys which were conducted over two periods: April - July 2008, and January - March 2009. The first survey
showed a high level of satisfaction with the MBA programme as delivered, but also indicated areas that could see
further improvement. The impacts of programme changes were examined in the second survey which revealed
students’ improved satisfaction with the programme after the implementation of the changes in the programme
support systems. The outcomes of this research have not only helped improve the learning support systems and
enhanced the quality of this particular programme, but could also help provide guidelines for other HElIs that offer,
or intend to offer, blended learning courses globally.
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1. Introduction

This paper reports the findings from an investigation into the distance learning support mechanisms of
a UK University’'s overseas MBA programme. The aim was, through the evaluation of the learning
support systems that were used to deliver this programme, to determine the impact of such systems
on the learning experience of the MBA students. Questionnaire surveys were used and the MBA
students who were taking the course were encouraged to complete the evaluation form. The following
sections give an overview of the MBA programme; a review of specific literature relevant to this
distance learning programme; and sets out the investigation process, the findings from the data
analysis, and the implications of the research.

2. Overview of the MBA programme

This University has developed an MBA programme which is being delivered to students in a number
of countries around the world. Currently it has centres running MBA courses in the UK, Zurich,
Hamburg, Poland, Oman, India, and South Africa. Up to the summer of 2008, the programmes’ total
MBA student numbers were 362. Figure 1 gives the percentage of the MBA students from each of the
centres.
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Figure 1: Student percentages by centre (data updated: June 2008)
ISSN 1479-4403 51 ©Academic Conferences Ltd

Reference this paper as:

Bentley, Y, Shegunshi, A and Scannell, M (2010) “Evaluating the Impact of Distance Learning Support Systems
on the Learning Experience of MBA Students in a Global Context” Electronic Journal of e-Learning Volume 8
Issue 2 2010, (pp51 - 62), available online at www.ejel.org


mailto:yongmei.bentley@beds.ac.uk
mailto:anjali.shegunshi@beds.ac.uk
mailto:mike.scannell@beds.ac.uk

Electronic Journal of e-Learning Volume 8 Issue 2 2010 (51 - 62)

The course structure of the part time MBA programme is illustrated in Table 1. As indicated, the
students on this programme are required to take four taught modules plus an applied management
project each year, and normally it takes two years (part time) for the students to complete the whole
programme.

Table 1: The course structure of this MBA programme

Academic Year/semester Modules Applied Management
(15 credits each) Projects (30 credits each)
Semester 1 Strategic Finance
Year 1 Marketing Management Executive Development

Semester 2 Leading and Management People Project
Operations Management
Semester 1 E-Business Management
Year 2 Strategy Leadership Project
Semester 2 Entrepreneurship
Financial Markets

The main course contents are delivered to the students primarily online via the University’s virtual
learning system ‘BREO’ which provides interactive online and downloadable learning materials
specifically written for this MBA programme. This programme also includes periods of face-to-face
teaching by both the University’s lecturers and by lecturers from the collaborative higher education
institutions. In addition, all MBA students have full online access to the University’s digital library
which is accessible twenty-four hours a day and seven days a week. An overview of the approach
taken to deliver the programme is given in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Overview of the MBA course delivery approach

As indicated on the left side of the diagram, at the start of each semester the ‘flying faculty’ (lecturers
from the Business School of the UK University), with the support of the local institution, conducts an
induction to the students of each cohort at the various overseas centres followed by two full days’
face-to-face teaching. The main purpose of doing so is to give the students an overview of each
module run in the semester. In addition, the UK lecturers are also in charge of delivering the online
course materials such as readings, PowerPoint slides, audio and video clips, podcasting clips,
assignment instructions, and so on. In addition, scheduled online audio visual synchronous teaching
slots are pre-set for each module using ‘WIMBA live classroom’ which is accessible via BREO. In
addition, the local institution (as indicated on the right side of the diagram), with their supporting
lecturers and teaching resources, provide six days of face-to-face teaching each semester at the local
Business School. The local institution also provides the basic services to fulfil the requirements of the
students.

As illustrated in the lower part of Figure 2, the assignments for each module are delivered to students
and submitted to the UK lecturers via BREO. They are also marked by these lecturers. The
examinations are taken and invigilated at the local institutions, but the scripts are posted to the UK
and marked by the UK lecturers. The components and weights of the assessments of this MBA
programme are: assignments - 68%, examination - 21%, presentation - 6% and portfolio development
- 5%.
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3. Literature review

3.1 e-Learning and distance learning

The delivery of this MBA programme has elements of both e-learning and distance learning.
Therefore, the discussion below will cover features from both.

Compared with conventional face-to-face teaching, e-learning and distance learning have many
positive features. A number of points that are seen as relevant to this MBA programme are presented
below.

a. Lave and Wenger (1991) state that online learning must not be seen as a stand-alone activity, but
has to be regarded as one part of the blended learning context. Mestre (2007) calls for a diversity of
learning approaches in online environments so that students can choose those approaches that suit
their own learning style best. Therefore, learning styles have to be taken into account both for the
conceptual framework and for the design of e-learning systems that are appropriate for a multicultural
learner group. Salmon’s (2004) five-stage model of teaching and learning online discusses issues
such as access to the e-learning environment and how to motivate learners to participate. Salmon
argues that learners are usually capable of handling cross-cultural differences successfully
themselves.

b. Instructionally designed online learning materials could create good impact on the online learning
experience. Bowyer (2003) carried out a case study based research on multimedia rich distance
learning environment and found that students rate the value of this type of educational highly while at
the same time they gained a significantly increased depth of understanding of the materials.

c. As online learners are more diverse in nature in terms of culture and learning skills blended
learning would prove more beneficial to them as opposed to total online learning. Molphy and
Pocknee (2005) report that as students joining online course come from diverse and disparate
backgrounds, they often have issues with their learning environment, and require skills and need
support that is a combination of face-to-face and online, for example, by using video recorded
lectures.

d. In the view of Barbara and Consuelo (2008), group work in online learning could better hold the
learner’s interest in learning as it is not just sharing academic knowledge but to share practical
knowledge and experience from the fellow students. The analysis of the above authors illustrate that
e-learning teams and their efforts to value adult learners in their e-learning solutions are influenced by
factors such as team size, team talent, company size, and technology.

e-Learning and distance learning are approached in various ways, and the typical formats are
computers and the Internet supported by audio, video and so on. This type of learning often involve
the use of some, or all, of the technologies such as desktop and laptop computers, software,
interactive whiteboards, digital cameras and videos, mobile and wireless tools, electronic
communication tools, including email, discussion boards, chat facilities, virtual classroom and video
conferencing, virtual learning environments and managed learning environments, and learning activity
management systems (Unknown Author 2009). This MBA programme has used the available
technologies in place to facilitate the smooth delivery of the programme.

3.2 Technology Enhanced Learning Environments

As described above, the delivery of this MBA programme to its students of various countries is largely
by means of the distance learning support system online, and enhanced by periods of face-to-face
teaching by both UK and local lecturers. This type of learning, according to the Joint Information
Systems Committee in the UK (JISC 2007), is called ‘technology enhanced learning environments’
(TELE). According to JISC, TELE refers to the specialist area that encompasses both virtual and
physical technology-enhanced learning environments which incorporate the four learning elements -
physical learning spaces, institutional (virtual) learning environments, personalised learning
environments, and mobile and immersive learning environments.

Physical learning spaces: According to JISC (2007), ‘physical learning spaces’ contain many of the
traditional learning interactions and activities of learning at HEIs. However, with the emergence of
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virtual and online learning opportunities these spaces are being ‘re-conceptualized and re-designed,
partly to facilitate more effective use of flexible spaces for learning to improve the learners experience
with traditional learning but also to improve the opportunities for informal and mobile learning’. Such
spaces may include traditional learning exchanges and uses, blended learning approaches (using
mobile and virtual as well as face-to-face learning experiences). They can also include technology-
enhanced social spaces and libraries.

Virtual learning environments: Based on Stiles (2000), virtual learning environments (VLE) are
designed to focus on learners’ learning activities and their management and facilitation, along with the
provision of content and resources required to help make the activities successful. These systems
allow students and tutors to interact locally or remotely, and to collaboratively share and generate
knowledge in the virtual environment without having to travel out of their local setting.

Personalised learning environments: The term ‘personal learning environments’ (PLE), which was
introduced by Wilson et al. (2006), refers to the environments in which individuals can access
personal learning resources, tools and services (JISC 2007) that support learners’ individual needs.
The drive behind this is to create a more enriched and personalised learning experience for individual
and groups of learners.

Mobile and immersive learning environments: ‘Mobile and immersive learning environments’ are, as
the name indicates, environments which have mobile or immersive (e.g. 3D) components. These
environments may include integrated social software tools, mobile learning, game-based learning,
simulation-based learning, producing 'seamless' learning experiences and often place an emphasis
upon collaborative learning. The linked areas of such learning environments bring together more
experience-based learning that often blends physical and virtual learning to support enriched blended
learning experiences (e.g. Kukulska-Hulme and Traxler 2005; de Freitas 2006). The main purpose of
such technology-enhanced learning environments is to “explore and develop effective practice in the
delivery of flexible, seamless and personalised services to learners, focussing on the technological
interface between the learner and their learning environment” (JISC 2007).

According to Goold, Craig, et al (2007), online learning environments can enable a greater number of
students of diverse educational and cultural backgrounds as well as modes of study to come together
within the one virtual classroom. However, many of the clues that could help enable staff and students
to be culturally sensitive in physical classrooms are missing in the online world. Overall, for this and
other reasons, it has been suggested that students need better preparation for learning in an online
environment than in a traditional classroom. With this in mind, the University’s overseas MBA
programme has paid particular attention to support mechanisms, as reported in this paper.

3.3 Quality assurance

A key area that this MBA programme needs to address is quality assurance. In the UK the
proliferation of distance learning has required the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) for Higher
Education to develop guidelines for quality assurance within its code of practice (QAA 2007). Within
the guidelines, QAA acknowledge four dimensions of distance learning — materials-based learning,
programme components delivered by travelling teachers, learning supported locally, and learning
supported from the providing institution remotely from the student. In line with these four dimensions,
the following is a summary of the current approaches adopted by this University in delivery of its MBA
programme to its overseas students:

Materials-based learning refers to the learning materials made available by the University to its
students studying at a distance, including paper-based, audio/visual, and web-based materials, and
other computer-based resources. Materials distributed this way form the main basis of study for the
students on this MBA course.

Programme components delivered by visiting lecturers. This dimension refers to the teaching staff of
the University travelling on a periodic basis to the location of the distance learners to deliver parts of
the programme. In this MBA, this delivery is concentrated into a period of intensive classroom-based
study for a group of students. The functions carried out by the travelling lecturers include initial
orientation, intensive teaching of sections of the programme, tutorial support, and gathering of
feedback. The operations of these lecturers are strongly supported by staff from the collaborating
institutions.
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Learning supported locally. This MBA programme has close collaborations with each of the local
institutions which provide counterpart lecturers to undertake the defined functions and to provide
necessary support to the local students.

Learning supported from the providing institution remotely from the student. This dimension refers to
the provision of different forms of communication to support individual learners or groups of learners
by a tutor from the providing institution. The forms of communication between the tutor and the
students on this MBA programme have primarily been e-mails and by means of the discussion board
via BREO and other computer-based conferencing (Voice Café and WIMBA Live Classroom
discussions), but there has also been postal correspondence and communications by telephone.

4. Research method

As mentioned above, this research investigated the impact of distance learning support systems on
the learning experience of the MBA students at a number of the University’s global sites. The primary
research method used was by two questionnaire surveys. The first survey covered the period
between April and July 2008, and had both online and off-line components. The second covered the
period between January and March 2009, and was conducted online.

The topics covered in the surveys included learning and teaching strategies, the quality of online
learning delivery, the means of assessment, and the support mechanisms that were already in place.
Comments were also invited where appropriate in order to seek for new solutions. There were 26
questions in the questionnaire which covered seven areas: registration, induction, Business School
days (face-to-face teaching), other teaching support (including textbooks, CD-ROMs, blackboard -
BREO, website links, Voice Café, module queries and responses), assessment design, social
networking, and overall learning experience. In principle, both surveys had the same type of
questions. However, based on the findings from the first survey, some changes were made to the
MBA programme, and therefore, these changes were incorporated in the second questionnaire
survey. For example new module handbooks and ICT guides were introduced after first survey and
thus questions related to such changes were added. In order to minimise personal and sampling bias,
for the second survey stratified sampling strategy (Teddlie and Yu 2007) was used for the selection of
the samples. For both surveys, the questionnaires were completed voluntarily by MBA students with
the clear understanding that the data gathered would be for research purposes only, and anonymity of
participants would be protected.

5. Research findings

5.1 Findings from the first questionnaire survey

For the first survey, a total of 48 completed questionnaires were received from the MBA students from
two countries - Oman and India, out of a possible number of 184 respondents. An overview of the
questionnaire response rate is given in Table 2. Note that students from Oman and India took the
survey online.

Table 2: Overview of the questionnaire response rates (N=48)

Total no. of Total no. of % as total % as total
Country students respondents students no. responses no.
Oman 143 30 20.98% 62.5%
India 41 18 43.90% 37.5%
Total 184 48 N/A 100.00%

As mentioned earlier, the areas covered in the questionnaires included the various elements of the
MBA programme delivery - registration, induction; face to face teaching, other teaching support,
assessment design, social networking, and overall learning experience. Table 3 below gives an
overview of the findings from the first survey with the focus on the distance learning support systems
offered by the programme provider.

Overall, the survey results showed a high level of satisfaction with the MBA programme. In terms of
the distance learning support systems, as shown in Table 3, five out of the seven areas showed that
the total percentage of ‘excellent’ and 'good’ was greater than the total of ‘average’ and ’poor’ (points
A, D, E, F and G); one result had these total close to each other (point B - 54.2% vs. 45.8%), and one
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result had the total percentage of ‘excellent’ and 'good’ significantly lower than the total of ‘average’
and ’poor’ (point C - 35.4% vs. 64.5%). A summary of these is illustrated in Table 4.

Table 3: Overview of the students on the distance learning support systems

A. CD ROMs (with the main teaching contents of each module):

Excellent{[_____J 18.8% 9
00aQa: .07
Good:| ] 43.8% 21
Averagell____ | 22.9% 11
Poor{[____| 14.6% 7

B. ICT training/ support for using BREO, Netmail and Digital Library, etc.

12.5% 6
] 41.7% 20
33.3% 16
12.5% 6

Excellent:

Good:

Average:

Poor:

C. Voice Café:

]
[
]
Excellent{[___J 14.6% 7
[ 20.8% 10
Average: : 31.2% 15
Poor | ] 33.3% 16
[
[
)
0
—
[
— )
0

Good:

D. Module Handbooks

29.2% 14
] |50.0% 24
18.8% 9

2.1% 1

Excellent:

Good:

Average:

Poor:

E. Support of the UK Lecturers:

16.7% 8
] |50.0% 24
31.2% 15
2.1% 1

Yes:

Varies tutor to tutor:

Somewhat:

No:

F. Assignment feedback:

Excellent|| | 16.7% 8

Good| | 43.8% 21

Averagell____ ] 29.2% 14
Poor;|[__J 10.4% 5

G. Overall experience of undertaking supported learning MBA with the UK university:

Very satisfied: : 25.0% 12

Somewhat satisfied: | ] 43.8% 21
Varies module to module: : 29.2% 14
Not satisfied:{ ] 2.1% 1
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Table 4: Comparison of students’ perceptions of the e-learning support systems

Point in Table 3 Total % of ‘Excellent’ & ‘Good’ | Total % of ‘Average’ & ‘Poor’
A.CD ROM 62.6 % 37.5%
B.ICT training & support 54.2% 45.8%
C. Voice Café 35.4% 64.5%
D. Module handbooks 79.2 % 20.9 %
E. Support of UK lecturers 66.7 % 33.3%
F. Assignment feedback 60.5 % 39.6 %
G. Overall MBA experience 68.8 % 31.3%

For this survey, the respondents’ were also invited to offer comments on the areas investigated. On
the positive side, we received comments such as:

= ‘It was a pleasure and enjoyable experience taking the MBA with this UK University ’.
= ‘Fast and active response is one of the University’s strengths, as we feel attended to’.

= ‘| was impressed with the idea of free wireless internet facility and the ever helpful nature of the
faculty office and administration team’.

= ‘Voice Cafe, blackboard, and the student records system are excellent facilities for remote
students like us. | found this course very balanced and suitable for working candidates’.

= ‘It has been really a correct decision for me to enrol onto the MBA programme. The wisdom
derived from e-MBA is tremendous’.

There were, of course, also negative comments. To help improve the delivery of this MBA
programme, these negative comments were important to the University and its collaborative partners.
These can be summarized as follows:

= Improve customer services - Bear in mind that they are part time students and most of them are
at company manager level. They need more support to their independent learning. They would
like to have all essential information at the induction, and would appreciate quick responses to
their requests. Some students felt that BREO had been under-used as it was not used as
effective discussion forums or for submitting assignments at a post graduate level.

= Improve communication and collaboration between the education partners, and provide better
and more effective on-line support.

= They would like to have consistent and comprehensive module information and guidance, clear
assignment instructions and the formats of examinations. They hate using different assignment
submission systems which were often time-consuming and confusing. It was strongly suggested
that the assignments be evaluated based on the criteria given in module handbooks.

= Some feel that insufficient time was spent with UK tutors, and expressed a wish for another round
of face to face interaction in the middle of a semester. Some respondents would like to have
opportunity for the classroom experience at the UK University.

= Students felt that immediate confirmation of the receipt of their assignment is very important to
reduce their unnecessary worries. They also felt very dissatisfied if they failed to receive their
assignment feedback within the specified time. In addition, they appreciated more detailed and
customized feedback rather than a brief and general one as they wanted to understand what went
wrong in their work.

= Ineffective use of Voice Café — the students felt that Voice Café was not very useful and not well
utilized. Some say it was tedious; very often there were auditory troubles, a lot of interruptions,
and the Voice Café sound was very poor as so many students were talking at the same time. This
might have been the main reason for poor attendance of the Voice Café session. A student said
that he conducted a survey with his group and found that only 20% of his peers attended such
sessions. In addition, some students said that half of the session time was spent fixing technical
difficulties.

= Inadequate teaching facilities at local college/University - the computing equipment at one of the
collaborative institutions was described as ‘really poor’ and the class rooms were either not well
equipped with proper facilities, or if any of such facilities were in place, they were not functioning

properly.
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5.2 Findings from the second questionnaire survey

The findings from the first survey discussed in the section above showed that there was a lot of room
in some areas for the University to focus on for further improvement. Table 5 below summarises the
key issues identified, the changes suggested, and the actions taken after the first questionnaire

survey.

Table 5: Key issues identified from the 1* survey, suggestions and actions

Key issues

Changes suggested

Actions taken

1. Problems with Voice
Café (the synchronous
communication tool)

To replace Voice Café with a
more advanced and user
friendly tool

Voice Café has been replaced by WIMBA live
classroom

2. BREO had been
under-used (since the
students are busy
working professionals,
they prefer working
online.

To make more learning
material available through
BREO, and to use BREO
assignments tool to submit
assignment online.

The tutors have been encouraged to post extra
learning assets for each week (PPT, research
papers, pod cast clips) on BREO in addition to
weekly learning martial and to use the BREO
integrated online assignment submission tool.

3. Students required
having more time with
UK tutors, especially in
terms of getting extra
support about
assignments.

To deliver more WIMBA
sessions and give clear
assignment guidance to
overseas students well before
the deadline for each
assignment submission.

Tutors are scheduled to make better use of
WIMBA Live Classroom to enable synchronous
communication and are required to archive
materials used for the WIMBA sessions so that
they can be re-used and re-visited by the
students.

4. Students’
dissatisfaction with the
assignment instructions
and marking

To plan more integrated
approach for assignment
instructions and marking
criteria across all the MBA

Tutors are required to revise and cross- check
the assignment instructions and marking criteria
and make them accessible in the assignment
section of the BREO site for each module.

modules.

In order to see if the changes made to the e-learning support systems had produced any useful
results on the e-learning experience of the MBA students, a second survey was conducted about six
months after the first survey was completed. An analysis of the second survey and a comparison of
the results of the two surveys indicate that the changes incorporated in the e-learning support
systems have brought about, in most cases, positive impact. This has confirmed that the necessity
and suitability of the changes implemented for this distance learning support systems. The section
below gives details on this.

5.3 Comparative analysis of the findings

The results from both surveys are presented below, mostly in table format, to facilitate the comparison
and contrast of the findings.

5.3.1 E-Learning materials

One of the changes made in the distance learning support systems was the restructuring of the online
learning contents. These are now presented on BREO in a standard format and made available online
weekly, consistent with the study schedule as opposed to provided on a CD ROM with all the reading
materials for each module. As shown in Table 6, in comparing the two elements listed, the percentage
of the students’ view as ‘excellent’ and ‘good’ has increased (from 62.6 to 73%).

Table 6: Provision of learning materials on CD ROMs vs. weekly online

Students’ First survey Second survey % in ‘excellent’ and ‘good’
perception (1st survey vs. 2™ survey)
Excellent 18.8% 21.6%
Good 43.8% 51.4% o o
Average 22.9% 16.2% 62.6% vs. 73%
Poor 14.6% 10.8%

In the first survey, one respondent commented that ‘BREO has been the most under-used tool’. The
current BREO statistical tracking shows that there is very good hit rate for the weekly online materials
for all the modules. For example, a total of 182 students from four randomly selected modules for
Oman (semester 2 2008-9 batch) showed a total of 8047 hits. These included the weekly online
course materials (6566 hits), WIMBA live classroom (657 hits), and ICT training guidelines (824 hits).
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5.3.2 E-Learning systems training

Subsequent to the first survey, quite a few training materials on e-learning systems including ICT
handbooks and audio/video clips, had been developed and made available on BREO to the students.
In the first survey, students commented that they did not get proper training on the use of the
University’s Digital Library and thought that it is very difficult to make it work. In the second survey,
students rated the ICT handbooks and ‘Harvard Referencing’ guidelines as most useful followed by
Net-mail and WIMBA Live Classroom guides. In addition, based on BREO statistical tracking, as
mentioned above, there was a good hit rate for the ICT guides in all the BREO sites. Statistics of the
results of the two surveys on this area are illustrated in Table 7.

Table 7: Training materials for e-learning systems

Students’ perception First survey Second survey % in ‘excellent’ & ‘good’
(1st survey vs. 2™ survey)
Excellent 12.5% 13.5%
Good 41.7% 54.1% o o
Average 33.3% 29.7% 54.2% vs. 67.6%
Poor 12.5% 2.7%

5.3.3 VLE system — Voice Café vs. WIMBA

Tool for online communication (Tele-conferencing) between the lecturers and the students was
changed from Voice Café to WIMBA. In one of the respondents’ words, Voice Café was ‘tedious’,
often there were ‘auditory troubles’ and ‘interruptions’, and it was difficult to hear clearly while many
people tried to talk simultaneously. Because of all sorts of problems, WIMBA, which is considered by
many as a better VLE supporting system, has been adopted to replace the Voice Café system in
August 2008. It can be seen from Table 8 that the students’ perception of WIMBA is significantly more
positive compared with that of Voice Café (62% vs. 35%). One student commented on this after a
WIMBA online classroom session, saying that ‘it is the best teaching session after the induction’. The
students also like the idea of archiving the session for those students who missed live WIMBA
sessions. The BREO tracking statistics show that for the seven WIMBA archives made available till
March 2009, there were 107 hits which indicated that the students have made use of the archives and
they do appreciate the effort the University has made.

Table 8: Voice Café vs. WIMBA

Students’ First survey Second survey % in ‘excellent’ & ‘good’
perception (1st survey vs. 2 survey)
Excellent 14.6% 16.2%
Good 20.8% 45.9% o o
Average 31.2% 18.9% 35.4% vs. 62.1%
Poor 33.3% 18.9%

5.3.4 Tutor support

For each module, UK lecturers on the programmes have been assigned online synchronous and
asynchronous contact hours to provide better support to the students on the course including the
WIMBA sessions as discussed above. Table 9 shows that the students’ satisfaction of the online tutor

support has been improved from 67% in the first survey to 81% in the second.

Table 9: Online support from UK tutors

Students’ First survey Second survey % in ‘excellent’ & ‘good’
perception (1st survey vs. 2™ survey)
Excellent 16.7% 48.6%

Good 50.0% 32.4% o o
Average 31.2% 16.2% 66.7% vs. 81%

Poor 2.1% 0.0%

5.3.5 Module handbooks

Regarding module handbooks, in the first survey, the students expressed their wish that each module
handbook should provide all the information about the module, in particular, details about the exams
and assignments so that the students are well informed of all the module information. The format of all
the module handbooks are standardized at the outset, and the students feel that they are more clear
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about what is required for each module they take, but, as shown in Table 10, their satisfaction in this
has not changed much (from 79% to 81%). It is also suggested that they have more focused content

for exams and assignments.

Table 10: The format of module handbooks

Students’ First survey Second survey % in ‘excellent’ & ‘good’
perception (1st survey vs. 2 survey)
Excellent 29.2% 13.5%
Good 50.0% 67.6% o
Average 18.8% 18.9% 792 vs. 81.1%
Poor 2.1% 0.0%

5.3.6 Assignment feedback

In terms of providing students with their assignment feedback, both surveys show that about 60% of
the respondents graded it as either ‘excellent’ or ‘good’ (see Table 11). They felt that for some
assignments the feedback was very general - not enough to help them improve their future
assignments. Some were not happy about delayed release of the assignment feedback. Students
also asked to see examples of good assignments. However, they also acknowledged that some
lecturers gave very good feedback.

Table 11: Assignment feedback

Students’ First survey Second survey % in ‘excellent’ & ‘good’
perception (1st survey vs. 2™ survey)
Excellent 16.2% 16.7%
Good 45.9% 43.8% o o
Average 18.9% 29.2% 62.1% vs. 60.5%
Poor 18.9% 10.4%

5.3.7 Students’ overall experience

Both surveys showed that that the students had a high percentage of satisfaction (68.8% vs. 78.3%)
with their experience in taking the MBA programme (see Table 12). Some said that it was a pleasure
and a very nice experience taking the MBA course. Another student from Oman commented that ‘I
really enjoyed each and every step - the very friendly behaviour of UK tutors has a good impact here
because in Oman there are lot of traditional and cultural thinking in students but to take them to an
international level the UK University is doing what is required. | believe that | have learned a lot and
can now come up with new ideas as | wish’. But students also expressed their dissatisfaction, one of
the respondents wrote: ‘The overall problem for this programme was the lack of communication and
the varied versions of guidance from local and UK sides which sometimes lead to confusion in some
assignments’. It was suggested that more interaction is required between the education partners.

Table 12: Students’ overall experience of taking MBA programme

Students’ perception First survey Second survey % in ‘excellent’ & ‘good’
(1st survey vs. 2" survey)
Very satisfied 25.0% 29.7%
Somewhat satisfied 43.8% 48.6% o o
Varies from module to module 29.2% 16.2% 68.8% vs. 78.3%
Not satisfied 2.1% 5.4%

5.4 Issues identified from the second survey

As was discussed above, a number of changes were implemented to address the problems identified
from the first survey. However, nothing can be perfect, and the second survey also helped identify
areas for improvement. The main issue identified was again related to the assignments. Most of the
respondents were still not very satisfied with the overall assignment instructions, marking criteria and
feedback. So it is suggested that the programme provider plan to adopt a more integrated approach
to assignment guidelines and the tutors provide more meaningful assignment feedback to students
across all the MBA modules. At the time of writing this paper, a handbook is being drafted that will
include detailed instructions for the assignments of all modules of this MBA programme. Sample
assignments of different grades will be made available to the students in order to give them better
understanding of the marking criteria and level of feedback for their assignment. It is hoped that, once
the handbook is published, the student should be very clear as to what they are expected to do for
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each assignment, and the tutors should be able to follow the guidelines and provide students with
more constructive feedback to help them improve their future academic work.

6. Conclusion

We haven’t compared the impact of level of increased satisfaction on the results/ grades of MBA
students due to time limitations but we are planning to do this after the exam board this year and will
be in a better position to justify if learning satisfaction causes any impact on the actual learning that
would reflect through pass rate and good grades. At this point it is one of the major limitations to this
research. The implications of such a study can be measured over a period of at least 2-3 years to be
able to come up with some tangible conclusions in terms of the relationship between learning
satisfaction and actual learning outcome.

If we compare the two surveys there is a significant increase in the satisfaction level and a decrease
in the non satisfactory comments in the second survey, indicating that the changes incorporated
following the first survey have made a very positive impact on the learning experience and satisfaction
of the students whilst maintaining and, in fact, increasing the quality of the MBA programme.

The second survey showed a higher level of satisfaction with the MBA programme, but again
indicated areas that could see further improvement. The surveys have indicated the value of student
feedback. Comments made by students have to be analysed. Changes to the programme will only be
made on the basis that they help improve the quality of the programme as well as the learning
experience of the MBA students. The surveys confirmed that the success in delivering the programme
involves a joint contribution of all three parties involved - the programme provider (the UK University),
the local collaborator, and the students on the programme, covering all aspects of the programme
including the design of the programme, the e-learning technologies, the choice of learning materials
as well as the overall delivery methodology.

The findings from the questionnaire surveys described in this paper have already confirmed that this
research has created a positive impact on the students learning experience of this particular MBA
programme and helped enhance the quality of the programme delivery. As a result, it is believed that
this research has practical implications such as: reduced anxiety and improved confidence and
increased interest of the MBA students in the programme; and improved image of the programme
provider.

In conclusion, learning is a co-operative and social endeavour with learners gaining significant benefit
from being part of a cohort and interacting with staff and other students on a daily basis. However, for
distance learning, emphasis should be focused on how such a co-operative experience can be
replicated without the standard face-to-face interactive processes taking place in classrooms, tutorials
and social occasions. Distance learning should not let the distance learners feel that they are learning
in isolation. Distance learning support systems should always be designed with this concern in mind.
This should be a prime objective which can help reduce the risk of students becoming demotivated
and, therefore, more likely to withdraw from the programme.

Finally, it is hoped that the outcomes of this research can not only help enhance this particular MBA
programme, but also provide guidelines to other HEIs that offer, or intend to offer, distance learning
courses globally.
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