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Abstract

Recently, business education has experienced an expansion of online educa-
tion programs. In this paper, we propose a framework to improve the effec-
tiveness of student learning in an online lecture format. In particular, we focus
on business courses, which tend to be hard to replicate online as they rely on
team work and applied logical thinking in addition to the learning of facts and
theory. We identify two main areas that are vital to online business education:
competition and community building among students. We argue these are an
additional task for the instructor to deliberately perform in an online setting,
compared to what often occurs organically in a traditional in-class setting.
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1. Introduction

Online teaching has recently increased in popularity within business schools in
North America. Some of the top business schools programs are now offering on-
line courses and some of the best undergraduate colleges actually offer online
bachelor’s and master’s degrees. For example, BestSchools.org ranks Penn State,
University of Florida, University of Massachusetts, Boston University and Nor-
theastern University as their top five picks for online education, with more top
universities being listed in their top 100 list of schools with online programs [1].
Similarly, for online MBA programs, schools that are traditionally strong in of-
fering rigorous MBA programs have now also developed a strong reputation for
online education. The top five in the “Top 50 online MBA programs” include
prestigious schools such as University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill, Indiana
University, University of Maryland-College Park, Arizona State University, and
Penn State World Campus [2].
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Highly motivated students value the flexibility of online learning. Many stu-
dents work internships to help their careers [3] or have part-time or full-time
jobs to earn money to pay for their education, especially as educational loans
take a larger portion of overall debt. The WS] reported that a total of 40 million
Americans have student loan debt, with a total outstanding debt of 1.4 trillion
dollars as of 2014 [4]. In the context of rising debt, online MBA programs or
business related masters programs offer an attractive solution to students who
are faced with the doubly troubling problem of costly undergraduate degrees
with limited income earning potential, and more debt coming from a potentially
lucrative, but time consuming graduate degree.

Online courses vary widely depending on the institution and degree they are
part of. In this paper, we focus on courses that are online and offered by highly
regarded institutions. These range from small classes offered by private institu-
tions to large cohort courses offered by state universities. In addition, our analy-
sis is not restricted to courses that are paid: our framework applies to classes
that can cost quite a bit if they are used as part of a degree offered by a private
university, includes lower cost classes offered by state universities and even in-
cludes massive open online classes offered for free by top research universities
(MOOCS). The universe of online classes and degrees has evolved in the last
decade into a rich and vibrant educational ecosystem.

In this paper, we develop a framework for online business education. We
identify two main components that would develop organically in an in-class
teaching setting but which would need to be specifically and carefully designed
and facilitated online by the instructor: community and competition among the
students. We present examples of how to create these learning experiences and

also suggest directions for further study.

2. Literature

Online education for business classes has been a topic of interest for business
educators for the past few decades. The literature has ranged from investigating
how online platforms can be used in traditional platforms [5] to how to best
structure remote web conferencing in teams [6]. Online platforms such as
Blackboard or Canvas were first started to share class materials for traditional
classes. Hollenbeck et al [5] identified the necessary components for online
platforms in this context, with a specific application to marketing students: the
paper focused on student learning satisfaction and outcomes. Our paper extends
this stream of literature by focusing on all-online classes, where all the materials
are shared on learning platforms. We identify the components of online educa-
tion that need to be re-created online by the instructor.

Recent work on remote teams that work and collaborate online has focused on
the effects that such online collaborations may have on learning outcomes and
student satisfaction. Giesbers et al [6] found, surprisingly, that teams that are

able to communicate via web-conferencing software did not report better satis-
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faction with the learning process. The advances in recent, better technology may
have improved the ease with which students use web-conferences (for example,
Zoom is much easier and more intuitive to use now than anything available in
2008) but it is still the case that face-to-face interactions seems to be preferred
and web-conferences are necessary but not a perfect substitute for in-person
meetings. Moreover, the business world is struggling to understand this pheno-
menon in the related setting of having employees who work-from-home. There
is some evidence that creativity can be enhanced through in-person interactions;
however this would result in reduced work schedule flexibility for those in-
volved. Moreover, it seems that students may intuitively prefer to supplement
online learning with more traditional in-class lectures and meetings [7].

More recent literature in online marketing education has also considered the
use of social media interactions as a way to simulate face-to-face interactions [8].
The findings indicate that a blend of social media and face-to-face meetings lead
to greater student collaboration and satisfaction. We use this stream of research
to theorize on why face-to-face interactions are important and formulate the
framework in the current paper.

Our paper introduces concepts related to collaborative learning, which has
been studied extensively in the education and technology literature [9]. Colla-
borative learning, the practice of having students learn concepts in small groups
in person rather than through a lecture, has been shown to have effects on deep
learning and critical thinking ([10] [11] etc.). Peer collaboration assisted by
modern collaboration technologies (as in [12] for example) is similarly related to
our theory. In our paper, we develop the concept of community learning, which
is not as restrictive as collaborative learning, and does not require that students
work in groups but rather be able to learn as a positive externality from being
around other students who ask interesting questions, may explain concepts bet-
ter, and just generally be more engaged by hearing the same concepts repeated
several times from different perspectives.

Our paper is also related to peer pressure learning effects summarized in [13]
in that we consider competition learning to be a type of peer pressure learning,
where the students are incentivized to learn more because they can see other
students learning.

In our recommendations, our paper is also building on the literature that
finds that individualized assessments of students tend to inhibit peer learning
and deliver lower rates of critical thinking [14]. In business schools, and even
more so in online business classes, our framework suggests that the current
practice of evaluating students on their individual, non-collaborative delive-

rables is hindering learning.

3. Theory Framework

The online education environment has evolved into a complex system that de-

livers education information to students. A simplified depiction of the online
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education system is represented in Figure 1.

We created Figure 1 as a stylized visual representation of the ecosystem that
surrounds online education. Rather than describing one particular institution or
degree, Figure 1 illustrates the process and the stakeholders who control the on-
line education courses in many universities in North America.

The main decision maker of the online education system is the Office of On-
line Education, which can be housed under various names in different universi-
ties. For example, in some universities, it may be housed under a separate de-
partment for online education [15] [16] which is then supported by various cen-
ters and departments in the larger university or college setting, like Teaching
and Learning Center, IT staff, Disabilities Office.

Despite the different names or departments that may house the online educa-
tion classes and degree, each school usually dedicates one office (which we gen-
erally call “Online Education”) that coordinates the learning platform, decides
which applications will be available on the platform and perhaps has input on
the classes taught and the criteria for students admitted in the program. The of-
fice of online education also coordinates online testing, set rules for in-class ex-
ams, and resolve other problems that may impact the population of students en-
gaged in distance learning. For example, if some students are affected by a hur-
ricane because they live in an area that has weather disasters, then the office will
coordinate how the university will respond in terms of examinations and deli-
vering teaching materials, even if the main physical campus may not be affected
by the same disaster.

Technological advancements have made conveying information, remote
group collaborations, and remote testing possible. Online Learning Platforms
like Canvas or Blackboard can now incorporate third party Education Add-ins
like ProctorU (for proctored testing) or GoReact (for presentations of students
work) or YellowDig (for social media like postings and discussions). These har-
ness the potential of technology to rival in-class learning and testing experiences
while also helping students take control of their schedules and achieve more
with their time.

However, as rich as the potential learning experience is now for online stu-
dents, it is still a very individualized (by design) experience. Despite potential
online interactions within group work projects and online case discussions, most
of the learning is still delivered to each student individually, with no learning
spills between students, such as the positive externalities that an in-class learning
would facilitate.

Figure 2 describes a framework for online education. We aim to illustrate in
Figure 2 the framework that our paper proposes as a complete online education
experience. The information content flow is straightforward: information is de-
livered to the students who then learn it individually and then get tested on it.
The information may take the form of online videotaped lectures that can be
pre-recorded or recorded live but then delivered asynchronously. It can also

consist of office hours online through video-conferencing software (like Zoom
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Online Education
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Figure 1. Online education system.
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Learning the information Exams, term papers ect.

Competition
Learning

Figure 2. Online education framework.

or Skype). Instructors could also use online video tutorials, online simulations or
case interviews to deliver the informational content. The important difference
between this type of material delivery and in-class material delivery is that all
students receive it individually and remotely.

The testing part of the education system is individualized. Students can take
exams online (either un-proctored, but more commonly tests are proctored to
ensure rigor), submit homework on the platform (either directly to the online
learning platform or thought a third party application that can verify plagiarism
across the web, like Turnitin) and also work in a group setting.

Online students value the possibility to control their schedules and learn the
content at different times. This is what makes the online programs attractive to
the students.

However, it is this feature that will create the boundary of what is learned in
the online programs. Because each student is motivated to learn individually, the
learning can happen only though modes of learning enabled by the instructor,
but students cannot benefit from other students’ learning struggles or questions.
In Figure 2, we have highlighted these modes of organic learning from peers in
dark curved arrows. These are the pieces of leaning that would happen naturally
in an in-person class but cannot happen in an online setting unless they are
planned and implemented by the instructor.

We identify two types of organic peer-induced learning: community learning
and competition learning. These are positive externalities in a network of stu-

dents engaged in the learning process.
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Community learning is defined as the process through which students engage
in deeper learning, communicate their questions to the instructor and the in-
structor gives the answers and clarifications to the entire class. All students thus
learn more about the concepts, from the questions posed and the answers re-
ceived, even if they were not the ones to initiate the back-and-forth process. The
students learn from each other and from the instructor’s clarification of the ma-
terial in response to the community’s questions.

Competition learning is a more subtle way of learning from peers. It refers to
understanding where a peer is in the learning process and being encouraged to
engage in learning to catch-up with that peer. For example, if students in a
physical class are given the task to solve a problem, often most of them will start
working on the problem right away. The few students who would like to skip the
hands-on problem solving task may directly observe the behavior of other stu-
dents and at least attempt to do the work themselves. In a traditional education
setting, students themselves would try to see how they compare with their peers.
For example, if they had to deliver a presentation but presence was not manda-
tory, they may choose to come and see other presentations just to see whether
they are doing as well as their peers in delivering the presentation. In an online
setting, students would not be able to observe other students’ learning behaviors

and would miss out on the extra incentive to do the work themselves.

4. Analysis and Discussion

It is often the case that instructors will try to deliver an excellent selection of
materials to their online students. The technology available now on learning
platforms, coupled with third party learning applications can deliver an almost
complete learning experience from an information standpoint. In addition, we
offer a few suggestions that educators can use to manage the missing organic
components of in-class education.

Community building can be achieved by creating an assignment that will al-
low students to create a short deliverable as a group. Creating a webpage for a
local business, for a fictional business page, a Pinterest-like mood board, a wiki
with information collected as a group would all be excellent projects. We rec-
ommend against assigning a grade for the community building projects. As-
signing points or a grade to the deliverable would transform the community
building exercise into a chore for the students. Instead, students who work on it
will want to do it because they feel proud of being in the class. For an added in-
centive, it could be used in a restricted public space: perhaps featured on the
class webpage, or the course website, or used for a future class, or for future
promotional materials for the class.

Competition learning is difficult to facilitate without students who can inte-
ract live with each other. Yet, it is important to create it as this is the only incen-
tive that is non-punitive for the students. In a typical grading scheme each

missed deliverable comes with a penalty for the students. However, if students
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can see other students working hard, they might also have an incentive to work
hard and not miss deliverables. Allowing students to brain-storm in small
groups in a Zoom session is a good start to getting them to open up about where
they are in the course. Another option is to have a simulation where students
can learn and play against each other or with the computer. The score would not
count for the students’ grade, but the experience of seeing how each individual
was doing in the same sort of simulated online game is usually very effective to
get students to work hard.

Business courses aim to generate and deliver knowledge and techniques to
students who can then apply them in real-life situations. Community and com-
petition learning need to be created by the instructor in order for in-depth
thinking and learning to occur. Students can take tests and write papers without
fully being able to apply the concepts to real situations if they don’t need to de-
fend their ideas in a live discussion with another person. Moreover, it is almost
impossible for an instructor to deliver all the information needed for learning if
the instructor cannot take into account the areas where the students may need
more help or even the areas the students would be most interested in learning.
This type of in-depth learning is what business courses aim for, and in an online
setting instructors will need to create a way for a community to exist and for
students to see each other’s work in a way that will help them learn from each
other and also make each other learn better.

Our framework is vital for understanding online education, whether it is for a
small class of a few hundred students or a massive open online course (MOOC).
For smaller classes, the instructor has to create the community and competition
learning and can monitor the development of both as described using the exam-
ples above. In MOOCS, community and competition learning are harder to im-
plement and use, given the sheer size of the cohorts and also the varying levels of
commitment on the students’ part. However, it is particularly for this type of
large course that the two factors we identify make a big difference for the deep
learning needed, as they can incentivize students to work harder and also help
them understand the material better. The difficulty of having a single instructor
foster these two main factors for many students implies that the instructor has to
create sub-communities and allow the students to organize themselves into
smaller groups that will naturally interact with each other. One example from
online learning would be the Youtube tutorials that many teachers, parents and
students post trying to help each other learn a language or difficult science con-
cepts (in the style of the Kahn Academy). Though further research is needed, we
believe that the two concepts we identify in this paper, the community and
competition learning, can be scaled up for any type of course with the appropri-

ate amount of work and thoughtfulness on the instructor’s part.

5. Conclusions and Future Research

In this paper, we present a framework for enhancing online business education.

We rely on previous research that has established that face-to-face interactions
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can lead to better learning outcomes and to higher student satisfaction with the
learning process. We identify two components, community and competition
learning that need to be created or facilitated online by the instructor as they
won’t appear organically as they would in a traditional classroom. Our work is
relevant particularly for business classes that need a deeper learning and more
hand-on training that traditional humanities or sciences disciplines.

This paper presents a theoretical framework which identifies two new areas
that need to be created and facilitated by the instructors of online course. Fur-
ther research is needed to establish the relative importance of community and
competition learning. In particular, experimental research could shed light on
the impact of these areas on student learning outcomes.

In depth research is also needed to establish which practices can be most suc-
cessfully or efficiently implemented in an online classroom. Such in depth re-
search could use direct student data from conjoint studies based on student res-
ponses: in an environment where students shop around for classes and face tra-
deoffs of price, time and learning, perhaps marketing research methods could
help design better online classes to balance student learning with student satis-
faction.

Another area for further research could focus on flipped classrooms or
blended environments. These online-in class education hybrids can potentially
yield the best of both worlds, but there is also a potential for larger errors since
the students and the instructors have to juggle more components for the educa-
tion process. More research is needed on how to use the community and compe-
tition learning created in the in-class side of the class and leverage them for the

overall course efficiently.
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