
Blended approach extends reach

What a difference a
year makes. Twelve
months ago the
most adventurous

business schools were experi-
menting with e-readers – Kin-
dles – to replace paper case
studies and textbooks, and Face-
book to boost student recruit-
ment. Today, e-readers are
passé; Facebook ubiquitous.

As tablet devices such as the
iPad replace e-readers for both
degree and non-degree learning,
personalised electronic text-
books replace their paper coun-
terparts, and web-based semi-
nars – webinars – replace the
classroom experience, technol-
ogy is moving beyond its role in
student support and becoming
an intrinsic element of the peda-
gogy.

The lines between traditional
face-to-face teaching and tradi-
tional distance learning pro-
grammes are blurring and
“blended learning”, combining
virtual with face-to-face teach-
ing, is the latest buzz phrase.

One of the biggest develop-
ments over the past year has
been the launch of high quality
– and expensive – blended
degree programmes. Earlier this
month Brown University in the
US, one of just two Ivy League
universities not to have a busi-
ness school, launched an Execu-
tive MBA programme with
Spain’s IE Business School.

Half of the EMBA – an “Exec-
utive MBA” for senior working
managers – will be taught face-
to-face, the other half online,
says David Bach, dean of pro-
grammes at IE. He is an avid

supporter of using asynchro-
nous communications to
improve quality of participation
on these senior programmes.

“Everybody participates, even
the shy people. You think twice
as hard about writing some-
thing as you do about saying it
in the classroom.” As a result, a
90-minute classroom exchange
can become a three-day
threaded discussion, he says.

The 15-month Brown pro-

gramme will cost $95,000, more
expensive than many full-time
programmes, but Prof Bach
defends the cost. “This is the
Starbucks model, not the Wal-
mart model. You don’t econo-
mise on faculty. Blended pro-
grammes are as expensive as on-
campus programmes and they
will become more expensive.”

Prof Bach believes people will
be prepared to pay for the con-
venience of blended pro-

grammes. But other benefits to
this technology include the abil-
ity of participants to select the
way of studying that suits them.

Recognition that advanced
technology can help students
learn more effectively is spread-
ing at the very top schools,
those not usually associated
with e-learning. And it is being
regarded as enriching the on-
campus experience.

At the Wharton school at the

A mix of online and
facetoface teaching is
becoming popular but
it rarely reduces costs,
writes Della Bradshaw
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University of Pennsylvania,
Karl Ulrich, vice-dean of the
school’s innovation initiative,
believes that blended learning –
or connected learning as Whar-
ton calls it – can respond better
to different learning styles.

“You can provide different
ways to deliver a module. Our
current learning technology is
one-size-fits-all. I think we can
be more respectful of student’s
learning styles,” he says.

But connected learning can
also help the school extend its
reach. “What I’d like to do is to
have students in internships
take courses over the summer.
If you can separate time and
place, we can get our people out
into the world a bit more.”

Recognition of different learn-
ing styles will be one of the sell-
ing points of MBA@UNC, the
blended learning programme to
be launched in July by the
Kenan-Flagler school at the Uni-
versity of North Carolina (see
page 2).

Like the IE/Brown pro-
gramme, MBA@UNC is targeted
at the top end of the market,
priced at $89,000 for the two
years including books, student
fees, and food and accommoda-
tion for four weekend immer-
sions.

The two programmes are also
both limiting the size of their
inaugural intake, to 50 for the
UNC programme and 24 for the
IE Brown EMBA. Although
technology has solved the prob-
lem of linking students across
distance – 12 nationalities are
represented in IE’s first cohort
of 24 students – it has not ena-
bled business schools to produce
quality programmes at scale.

But that may be changing.
At Ashridge in the UK, a

blended learning master's
degree launched in April 2010 is
proving that online delivery can
result in geographical reach and
scaleability, says Roger Delves,
director of the programme.

He gives the example of a
video lecture he recorded for the
current class that could be used
for participants on future pro-
grammes – there are four
intakes each year. In a face-to-
face environment, he would
have to repeatedly teach the
same class.

“The biggest breakthrough [in
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Blended learning on the rise

technology] has been
around increased band-
width,” he says. “People
can download materials
quickly and the programme
works seamlessly.”

By reducing costs,
Ashridge has been able to
attract participants from
countries such as Ghana
and Nigeria, says Mr
Delves. “This is an attrac-
tive product for people in
developing countries
because the costs are much
lower [than on-campus pro-
grammes].”

Mr Delves says Ashridge
has been particularly suc-
cessful with this model
because of the years of
experience it has in devel-
oping online modules
through its Virtual Learn-
ing Resource Centre –
recently renamed Virtual
Ashridge.

Elsewhere, the latest web
technology is breathing
new life into established
programmes. At Queen’s
School of Business in Can-
ada, which has been run-
ning a videoconferencing-
based EMBA programme
for a decade, improvements
in web technology have

enabled the school to
extend its reach, says
Michael Darling, pro-
gramme director of one of
the three videoconferencing
programmes taught at the
school.

Increased bandwidth
means students can view
the synchronous video lec-
tures from their desktops,
eliminating the need to
travel to a videoconferenc-
ing “boardroom”. Students
from Bermuda to British
Columbia are participating
in the same virtual learning
EMBA team.

The UK’s Open University
is an established player in
delivering programmes at a
distance, and it is embrac-
ing the latest technology.

Martin Bean, its vice-
chancellor, believes the
ideal scenario is for stu-
dents to consume content
and undergo a comprehen-
sion assessment at a dis-
tance and then use the face-
to-face meetings with tutors
and professors to actively
engage in discussion.

He thinks this is particu-
larly appropriate in busi-
ness education. “I think the
real value of a business
school is the community of
learning.”

Prof Bean says the
demand for management
education is growing to
such an extent that online
and blended learning will
be increasingly popular glo-
bally. “The world simply
can’t build enough brick-
and-mortar institutions to
meet demand.”

And, he believes its popu-
larity will grow as the tech-
nology becomes more per-
sonal. “The technology is
coming our way; it’s now a
lot more social, which
works well with education.”

That said, the success of
blended learning – “sup-
ported open learning” as
the OU calls it – will always
depend on the quality of the
teaching, he says.

For the OU, where fewer
than 10 per cent of the
265,000 enrolled students
live outside the UK, using
technology to spearhead
expansion overseas is a pri-
ority.

It has had some success,
though, with podcasting,
through iTunes University.
Some 89 per cent of the 31m
downloads of OU material
on iTunes has come from
outside the UK, says Prof
Bean. “It’s an amazing base
of informal learning.”

Continued from Page 1

Maximum f lexibility for unconventional MBA students

Several years ago
administrators at the
University of North
Carolina’s Kenan-Flagler
Business School noticed a
gaping hole in their MBA
offerings. There were large
numbers of talented
candidates who would like
to earn a graduate degree
at the school but, for a
variety of reasons, could
not uproot their lives and
come to Chapel Hill.

“We wanted to meet the
educational needs of a

broad spectrum of people
who are qualified to get an
MBA, but for whatever
reason are unable to
matriculate,” says James
Dean, dean of the school.

The answer was an
online business programme
designed for working
professionals, known as
MBA@UNC.

The programme, which
will start in July, is
targeted at students who
require maximum
flexibility. Perhaps they
live out of state or even
outside the US; perhaps
their jobs require extensive
travel or frequent
transfers; perhaps they are
members of the military,
or are juggling young
children or ageing parents.

“We’re not looking to
attract conventional MBA
students, many of whom

are career changers – the
engineer who wants to be
an investment banker, for
example,” says Prof Dean.

“Those people need a
full-time programme,” he
says, “because they need
the infrastructure. Our
online degree targets
people who have reached a
certain point in their
careers, and want to
accelerate, but can’t move
here to do it.”

MBA@UNC, the first
class of which is limited to
50 students, will have
many of the same
characteristics of the
campus programme, say
school officials.

Students are expected to
meet the same admissions
criteria required by the
existing MBA programmes:
the courses, designed and
taught by UNC Kenan-

Flagler professors, are
based on the same syllabus
as the residential MBA.
The global immersions will
serve as a capstone to the
programme, as in the
traditional curriculum.

Even the price is in line
with Kenan Flagler’s
similar programmes.
Tuition for MBA@UNC is
set at $89,000 for the two
years, including books,
student fees, and lodging
and food costs for four
weekend immersions. This
is the same price as the
school’s weekend MBA.

Tuition for the
traditional MBA
programme, inclusive of
living expenses, for two
years is roughly $142,000
for non-resident students.

“Given the poor
reputation of many online
programmes, we knew

we’d have to stand up to
criticism that we were
doing something that
might damage our brand,
and, for better or for
worse, we couldn’t
discount the programme,”
says Prof Dean.

“We’ve worked hard to

ensure the quality [equals
the traditional MBA].”

The delivery and
structure of MBA@UNC –
which involves both
“synchronous” and
“asynchronous” classes – is
very different from the
school’s other offerings.

A typical course will
include a series of
asynchronous classes:
course content that
students may access at any
time. “The asynchronous
component is intended to
replace going to lectures,
but it will not be just
video of a talking head,”
says Susan Cates,
executive director of
MBA@UNC.

Ms Cates says the
asynchronous portion will
include: videos of
interviews with chief
executives discussing
particular business issues;
documentary-style videos
featuring faculty lecturing;
and simulation software.

During the asynchronous
segment, students will read
assigned texts and case
studies.

In the live, or

synchronous, class
sessions, which will be
held weekly, the professor
and a cohort of 10-15
students will participate in
an online classroom at
prearranged dates and
times.

These sessions, scheduled
to accommodate students
in different time zones, will
use live, streaming video
so that students and
professors will be able to
see and hear each other in
real time.

Ms Cates says: “They
will engage in a live class
– it might take the form of
a case discussion, they
might break into small
groups to role-play
different activities and
debate strategies, or they
may go over a problem-set
and quantitative
reasoning.”

The technology also
allows for live office hours
and student-led study-
groups, all of which will be
recorded, so students can
revisit them, even after
they complete the courses.

Students will also be
able to attend an
immersion group – short
standalone classes offered
four times a year – where
they will meet fellow
students and faculty face-
to-face.

Participation in all of
these will not be required,
but students must
complete the course
material for each
immersion online if not in
person.

The first immersion class
will take place in Chapel
Hill, but the remainder
will be held all over the
world.

Profile
KenanFlagler
School aims at broad
spectrum, writes
Rebecca Knight

Susan Cates:
The
asynchronous
component
replaces
lectures

Mobiles and
MP3s make
their mark as
teaching aids

When I was at school,
mobile phones and MP3
players were banned
from the classroom. In no

way were they considered to be an aid
to education.

The same went for downloads. If
pupils were to download anything, it
would be their favourite piece of
music in their free time. Now, how-
ever, these formats have united to
become a means of furthering a stu-
dent’s learning.

“We are going through a revolu-
tion,” says Ray Irving, head of learn-

ing and resource development at War-
wick Business School in the UK. He
explains that, while the technology of
downloading is not new, downloading
on to portable devices, particularly
mobiles, is new. Increasing numbers
of business students are carrying and

using these devices everywhere they
go. This shows technology is clearly
no longer a barrier for students. They
buy the devices anyway, because they
are cheap and multifunctional and
they are accustomed to the concept of
downloading. “It has become second
nature to most,” says Mr Irving.

As a result, business schools are
web-enabling all their course materi-
als for students to access in this way.
But is there really an added value to
this?

David Costa, dean and collegiate
professor at Robert Kennedy College
in Switzerland, admits the faculty at
his school were doubtful about this
new medium at first.

“Can you really study on a mobile?”
was the initial question asked. In
their minds, students needed to be
sitting at a desk in front of a compu-
ter when studying, not lying on the
sofa with their mobile.

But now, Mr Costa says, even the
most ardent sceptics have been con-
verted after trying it out for them-
selves. “People don’t really want to be
sat in front of a computer for hours,”
he explains, “especially those who
work in an office all day.”

Mr Irving at Warwick says that
schools have now realised that activi-
ties done away from the desk, jogging
or travelling for example, that they
previously considered to be “dead
time” can in fact complement the
learning experience.

“Students can listen on the move,”
he says, “and it stimulates more
senses than simply reading.”

This new awareness of the benefits
of downloads to portable devices as a
learning tool is making the medium
more varied and sophisticated. Raw
recordings of lectures, directly

uploaded on to websites are now
being complemented by podcasts that
have been edited and indexed, or spe-
cifically designed for students to
download.

Andrew Weir, an MBA student at
Athabasca University in Canada, says
one of the things he likes most about
the online downloading format is the
school library.

He says: “[It] has the ability to cre-
ate a citation for the paper you need,
a major timesaver when working on
assignments and projects requiring
significant research.”

Some downloads have complete lec-
tures that include comments from the
students that were present. Others
give short explanations of difficult

concepts or key points with added fea-
tures such as slide shows.

Claudia Luca, head of operations at
Resource Development International
in the UK says: “Faculty now take all
their work through online platforms.”

And students are also starting to
get involved, posting content on to
forums.

Mr Irving describes how one stu-
dent recorded himself speaking the
lecture notes. “The other students
loved it; it was immediately shared
with hundreds across the world and
created a sense of authenticity.”

More recently, downloads have
interactive-based content. The Open
University Business School in the UK,

for example, now has an MBA elective
called “Managing in Action”, which is
designed to enable students to relate
the material directly to their work.

All content is downloadable and in
future there will be just one piece of
printed material available. Students
are encouraged to engage rather than
become too attached to textbooks.
This would counteract the issue of
passive learning that some have sug-
gested could happen using this
medium.

Robert Kennedy College has
invested in a customised platform to
this end. “Most of our competitors use
a standardised platform called Black-
board,” says Mr Costa, “but we were
keen to move one step further, in
order to respond quickly to feedback
from our students.”

Mr Costa is also publishing a course
textbook online only for the first time
this year. “E-books are easy to update
quickly when editions change,” he
says. “They also work well in remote
places, where printed editions are
often not readily available.”

There is a concern that in spite of
all these efforts, some will still be
dismissive of the format. “My worry is
that students think the content is less
valuable because there is no beauti-
fully printed book,” says Devendra
Kodwani, senior lecturer in finance
and director at the Open University.

He advises students to separate the
medium from the content and just
take advantage of having another way
of accessing content to enhance and
support their studies.

Those whose student days were
restricted to lectures, note-taking and
queues in the library to borrow one
book would no doubt agree that stu-
dents are now spoilt for choice.

Downloads
Does putting course
materials on portable
devices really add value,
asks Charlotte Clarke

‘Students can listen
on the move and it
stimulates more senses
than simply reading’

While the technology of downloading is not new, doing so to portable devices, particularly mobiles, is Dreamstime



FINANCIAL TIMES MONDAY MARCH 14 2011 ★ 3

Business Education | Online Learning

Six schools are
better than one

Fresh from celebrating its
15th anniversary in
January this year, the
Euro*MBA distance-
learning programme is still
going strong.

Students, alumni and
staff celebrated for two
days in Maastricht with
various events and
activities. This included a
bike ride in the caves of
Valkenburg and prizes
awarded to the top
students from each course.

Alumni and students also
took part in a workshop on
how to use a specialised
software system to create
discussion groups. There
was plenty of socialising,
and a graduation ceremony
followed by a disco.

Stuart Dixon, director of
the Euro*MBA, points out
that if participants are not
enjoying themselves then
they will not survive the
programme, as it is “heavy
going”.

The average study time
is 15 hours a week, and
some students have full-
time jobs and families.
This can be a considerable
commitment, when you
take into account the
average time to finish the
programme is two-and-a-
half years.

Euro*MBA is formed by
a consortium of six
business schools: Audencia
Nantes Ecole de
Management (France);
Eada (Spain); HHL -
Leipzig Graduate School of
Management (Germany);
IAE Aix Graduate School
of Management (France);
Kozminsky University
(Poland) and Maastricht
University School of
Business and Economics
(the Netherlands).

The MBA is a blended
learning programme
mixing 10 online courses
and face-to-face sessions.
Participants are required to
attend an introductory
seminar and six residential
weeks, each one taking
place at one of the partner
schools in turn.

Students come from
countries including Angola,
Kazakhstan, Colombia,
Peru and Ecuador –
providing a good chance to
learn about different
cultures.

The aim of Euro*MBA is
to bring together a global
and diverse group and to

educate international
managers. During a course,
students work in groups
and – to ensure diversity –
there are at least three
nationalities in each team.

Diversity is behind
Euro*MBA’s success, says
Mr Dixon. With people
from different cultures and
professions “it is a unique
and lasting experience that
participants will never
forget,” he adds.

He also mentions that
the face-to-face element is
important for sharing ideas
and networking. For
example, an alumnus who
set up his own business
looked to the Euro*MBA
alumni association, hoping
to raise funding.

There was also the
possibility that someone
from the network could
provide skills to help with
his project.

“Being an international
consortium, this exploits
the competencies of the six
partners,” says Mr Dixon.

The residential weeks are
themed, giving students an
opportunity to engage in
contemporary business
issues.

For instance, the theme
at the Audencia residential
was corporate social
responsibility (CSR), as the
school has an international
research centre focusing on
this subject so it can teach
CSR at a higher level.

Company visits help
students gain an idea of
how different businesses
work.

At the HHL - Leipzig
residential, the theme was
“green innovation”,
covering environmental
issues. This involved a
tour at the Leipzig Porsche
plant to gain an insight
into the automotive
sector and a
chance to
discuss
manage

ment issues with company
directors. Students even
had the opportunity to be
driven around the test
track in one of the cars.

Other MBA programmes
will have difficulty
competing with the
exposure participants
receive to the six
specialisms of the schools,
says Mr Dixon. “With the
power of the six, their
specialisms are readily
available themes. There is
no need to recruit faculty
externally, as Euro*MBA
does everything in-house,”
he says.

The MBA is a general
degree, meaning there is
no opportunity to
specialise. Students have to
study every course in the
syllabus, including
management accounting
and human resource
management.

The courses offered are
essential elements of
management education.

As students tend to
specialise in their first
degree, it is good to expose
them to a general business
and management
education, explains Mr
Dixon.

For those interested in
applying, Mr Dixon
emphasises that the
admissions process is
becoming more selective
and the toughest question
applicants will face is
“What do you offer?”

The amount of work
experience they have
matters, as students learn
from each other by sharing
their experiences during
discussions.

Through this process,
they can get an idea of
how other companies
operate.

The minimum work
experience required is five
years, with the average
being 11 years.

Mr Dixon adds: “We
would like to build a
reputation of being the
number-one blended
learning MBA in the world.
We want to develop
professionals and make
them successful.

“If we can achieve that,
we will have succeeded

in our goals.”

Profile
Euro*MBA
The course is run
by a consortium
from several
countries, writes
Wai Kwen Chan

Students work in
groups and – to
ensure diversity –
there are at least
three nationalities
in each team

In praise of whistleblowers

Iwas speaking recently
to Peter Erskine, chair-
man of the strategy
board at Henley Busi-

ness School and of Ladbro-
kes, the leisure group, and
the topic of whistleblowers
came up.

This may not be surpris-
ing, given my background
in finance and capital mar-
kets and his role as a chair-
man of a FTSE 250 com-
pany, but it developed into
an interesting conversation.

We reflected on the visi-
bility that whistleblowers
have had during the past
decade and ended up decid-
ing that their impact on
business has been both per-
vasive and positive.

Why is whistleblowing so
prominent these days? In
part, the answer lies in the
impossibility of any regula-
tory regime to enforce com-
plete compliance with rules.

Companies, whether
financial or industrial, are
larger and more diffuse
than ever before and, with
size, comes monitoring
problems. These problems
may relate to low-level inef-
ficiency, high-level corrup-
tion or corporate actions
against the interests of
stakeholders or society.

There are also those who
would argue that, in the
absence of moral or ethical
business behaviour, there is
a need for whistleblowing.

When thinking of whistle-
blowers, we tend to think of
events such as Enron and
WorldCom but seldom of
the individuals (Sherron
Watkins at Enron and Cyn-
thia Cooper at WorldCom)
whose actions brought
these scandals to public
light.

While some famous
whistleblowers managed to
preserve their anonymity
(for example W. Mark
“Deep Throat” Felt on
Watergate), many others
have been punished for
their actions – either by
losing their jobs or by
imprisonment (for
example, Mordechai
Vanunu, who
revealed Israel’s clan-
destine nuclear pro-
gramme) and Paul
van Buitenen, who
accused European
Commission mem-
bers of corruption in
the 1990s.

Equally, most whistle-
blowers are unknown
and unreported – but
their actions have
undoubtedly
served to

alert authority, whether
internal or external, to bad
or corrupt practices. In
addition, there are many
who have attempted to alert
others, but were ignored –
almost every episode
throws up the names of
honourable people who
attempted to do the right
thing.

Although whistleblowers
are seen in both a positive
and negative light (martyrs
for the greater good versus
self-seeking publicists),
their influence and impact
on the way organisations
operate should not be
underestimated.

Their actions in revealing
scandalous behaviour have
led to the worldwide
strengthening of corporate
governance frameworks,
most notably through
changes in legislation
including the UK corporate
governance code and the US
Sarbanes-Oxley act.

In many ways these
developments instil
stronger ethics – follow the
rules to ensure that the
right actions are taken and
being transparent in the
process.

Despite the costs and
operational challenges of
implementing processes in

order to comply with

these requirements, organi-
sations are increasingly cre-
ating a culture that encour-
ages internal whistleblow-
ing or more broadly a
speak-up strategy that goes
beyond illegal or unaccepta-
ble behaviour.

It concerns the ability of
individuals to raise broader
business and ethical con-
cerns from safety and secu-
rity to incompetence and
complacency. It is about
creating an environment in
which individuals are able
and willing to speak out
when the organisation
takes a path they do not
agree with.

This trend is highlighted
in a recent PwC report.
From a survey of more than
100 organisations they
found that the majority of
senior managers were now
supportive of promoting an
open speak-up culture.

Surely this goes beyond
governance structures. So
what does it mean for busi-
ness schools? We have
already seen the growth in
courses in governance and
ethics.

We are helping students
to understand and evaluate
risk – to understand the
consequences of their deci-
sions. But this is not
enough.

We have a responsibility
to educate leaders to create
transparent environments
where managers at all lev-
els have the confidence and
ability to speak out without
retaliation.

These managers need to
be confident, critical, brave
and resilient.

As business schools we
need to give our students
not only the knowledge and
skills to create the right
organisational structures
and processes, but also the
aptitudes and attributes to
make the right decisions.

It takes brave individuals
to act as whistleblowers
and we should thank them
for helping to create an
environment that values an
ethical, sustainable and
profitable approach to man-
agement.

The continued existence
of impediments to good
behaviour, for example
employment contracts that
prohibit these actions,
shows that our need for
them will continue.

PwC (2011) Striking a
Balance: Whistleblowing
arrangements as part of a
speak up strategy, London.
www.pwc.co.uk/eng/publica-
tions/whistleblowing-report-
ing

Dean’s Column
People with the
courage to speak
out have made the
world a better place,
says John Board

The majority of
senior managers
are now
supportive of
promoting an open
speakup culture

John Board, Dean,
Henley Business School

Stuart Dixon,
director of the

Euro*MBA

Sherron Watkins, whose action brought the Enron scandal to public light Reuters
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Technology helps facilitate the facetoface experience

There is more to designing
blended learning programmes
than just mixing online teach-
ing materials and face-to-face
interaction.

In an era of austerity, develop-
ing these courses in the execu-
tive education sector can prove
challenging. Companies may
resort to e-learning tutorials to
provide a cost- and time-efficient
way of training staff that avoids
the travel and accommodation
costs of off-site courses.

So how will blended learning
progress in the executive educa-
tion sector? Is the trend moving
towards learning virtually
rather than in person? Or is
there something else in the mix?

Andrew Atzert, chief operat-
ing officer at the Aresty Insti-
tute of Executive Education at
the Wharton School at the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania, says
people tend to prefer the blend.

When the financial crisis hit,
some businesses asked the insti-
tute to convert some pro-
grammes wholly online, but
companies usually ask for the
combined format.

Despite the austerity, face-to-
face learning still has a role. Mr
Atzert says there is a need to
meet in person, as people tend
to do business this way. He
emphasises that certain skills,
such as negotiation, are hard to
teach online, as you want to
observe participants’ non-verbal
behaviour in a classroom.

He says that online teaching
is an important and increas-
ingly necessary addition for sen-
ior leadership programmes.
However, such courses are
always going to have a strong
face-to-face element, as many
leadership skills have to be
developed in a physical setting.

Tony Sheehan, director of
learning services at Ashridge,
says the school offers substan-
tial face-to-face contact for those
doing a short executive course.

Another advantage is that the
school “is surrounded by acres
of forest and wildlife, which pro-
vides a rich reflective learning
experience”, he says, contrast-
ing life in a crowded city or
doing a busy job where it can be

hard to get some time to reflect
and learn.

Mr Sheehan says the biggest
challenge with learning today is
coping with the fast pace of
work. People are increasingly
reliant on information being
readily available, rather than
learning it in advance just in
case. He says it has become a
world of “just-in-time” learning.

This change means there will
be a focus on supporting mobile
devices, such as tablets, to ena-
ble people to access information
easily, so as to learn “just in
time” in any place, he says.

The future of blended learning
is about choice and personalisa-
tion. Ashridge’s online learning
platform, called Virtual Ash-
ridge, lets students home in on
certain interests and choose a
style of learning that fits their
personality without information
overload.

Some may want to listen to an
audio file or read text, while
others may want to take part in
an online discussion.

Blended learning is also evolv-
ing to combine online and in
person teaching, leading to sim-
ulated face-to-face solutions. For
example, Duke Corporate Edu-
cation (Duke CE), has developed
an online induction game with

one of its clients. New employ-
ees have to deal with an
unhappy customer played by an
experienced person in the organ-
isation. The game is overseen by
an instructor and peers can
watch and listen to the session.

It takes place in a 3D virtual
meeting room via avatars. They
can talk to each other using the
internet about how to deal with
the customer.

Steve Mahaley, global practice
lead of the learning innovations
team at Duke CE, believes the
future of blended learning will
move from 2D to 3D. “If we look
at what technologies provide
today for blended learning, typi-
cally we see e-learning content,
podcasts on mobile devices and
live events in webinars.

“We will see the addition of
3D online environments that
provide a more sensory-rich,
interactive and shared experi-
ence. These technologies offer
learning designers a new way to
provide immersive, hands-on
experiences that go far beyond
the more passive attendance at
webinars,” he says.

Kris Downing, director of
business strategy and partner-
ships at the Centre for Creative
Leadership (CCL) says as
immersive simulation and gam-

ing have become more sophisti-
cated, they can replicate role-
plays and scenarios that were
previously reserved for the
classroom. However, CCL does
not see such tools replacing the
classroom as it sees great value
in peer discussion, live coaching
and videotaping.

When developing virtual solu-
tions, external factors can pro-
vide additional challenges for
learning designers. Mr Sheehan
notes that standards and expec-
tations for virtual learning tend
to be set by popular websites
and applications.

Examples are search engines
such as Google and social net-
working sites such as Facebook.
Providers of virtual learning
have to ensure that standards
are the same as such sites to
match user expectations.

Business and workplace
trends are also affecting educa-
tion. Wharton’s Aresty Institute
mirrors developments in stand-
ard technology used at work
when designing executive edu-
cation courses.

This makes it easier for people
to get started, if they are famil-
iar with the technology used on
the programmes. Common tech-
nologies include Adobe Connect,
the web conferencing software

for conducting online meetings.
The trends and changes in

blended learning not only relate
to teaching and learning meth-
ods, but to content as well. Mr
Mahaley of Duke CE says that
Twitter can be used to share
insights and data.

“Mobile devices can be used
with a Flickr account to upload
photos from local sites that help
all learners understand more
about the business context from
different geographies,” he adds.

Mr Atzert emphasises that
“participants bring a lot of
knowledge into the learning
environment, and social net-
working provides a means of
exploiting that, so participants
can learn from one another as
well as from faculty. It also pro-
vides a means for participants
to stay connected and use one
another as a resource after a
programme ends.”

The future of blended learning
in executive education is about
combining the best of online
and face-to-face teaching.

Ms Downing says: “Virtual
solutions can bring people
together to solve problems col-
lectively. The ultimate aim is to
use technology as an enabler: to
preserve and extend impact of
the face-to-face experience.”

Blended learning
Executive education is
adapting to an era
of austerity, writes
Wai Kwen Chan

‘Certain skills, such as
negotiation, are hard
to teach online,
as you want to
observe participants’
nonverbal behaviour’

Andrew Atzert,
Aresty Institute

Students appreciate
polyglot approach

Frederic Leoni, a student at
Grenoble Graduate School
of Business in the French
Alps, occupies his spare
time topping up on his Ger-
man language lessons. Gre-
noble’s MBA is taught in
English, but the business
school offers tuition in sev-
eral European languages.

“I describe myself as a
French Italian but I decided
to learn German to give me
more career options. I’d like
to work for the United
Nations in Switzerland or
in Germany and if you can
speak, you can work,” says
Mr Leoni, 31.

Language teaching at
GGSB is a mix of face-to-
face teaching supported by
online distance learning,
which allows individuals to
practise at their own pace.
“I’m using an online lan-
guage course called Tell Me
More. I’ve loaded it on to
my laptop,” says Mr Leoni.

Lessons on Tell Me More
are graded by European
Community language profi-
ciency levels. Leoni is at
level B1 which is higher
than beginners graded at
A1 or A2. “My aim is to get
to level C,” he says.

Grenoble pays for a
licence for Tell Me More,
which is available to all stu-
dents on the university’s
virtual learning environ-
ment, Moodle.

The majority of non-
French-speaking interna-
tional students at Grenoble
learn French face-to-face
and online. Language study
allows them to get the most
out of life in the city, as
well as helping them secure
internships with French
companies.

Students can also study
Spanish, German or Chi-
nese. “If you are here for a
semester, you will be
offered the chance to learn
a language,” says Carole
Gally, GGSB’s language co-
ordinator.

Language tuition is a
popular add-on for MBA
programmes and is what
gives European business
schools such as Greno-
ble, IE or Iese a competi-
tive edge against UK or
North American schools.
At Insead for example,
fluency in a second lan-
guage is a condition of
entry and by the time
you graduate, you will
be speaking a third.

“We see language
classes as a cultural tool
– how you behave when

you are meeting with a
French manager,” says Ms
Gally.

Distance learning MBAs
are picking up on the huge
market for business qualifi-
cations among non-native
speakers of English. Over
the past decade, Edinburgh
Business School has begun
translating its online MBA
into the main world lan-
guages.

Starting with Mandarin
Chinese in 2002, the EBS
online MBA has been trans-
lated into Spanish, Arabic
and Russian.

The adaptation is no mere
matter of word for word
translation. The entire busi-
ness landscape has to be
reflected as well as its tech-
nical language and cultural
idioms.

Alick Kitchin, EBS busi-
ness director, says: “It’s a
tough call to get 600 pages
of economics into Spanish
or Russian. You need lan-
guage experts, business
experts and reviewers to

make sure that it all makes
sense.”

EBS delivers blended
learning, a mix of online
and face-to-face teaching
delivered through partner
institutions. Since it
launched its language ver-
sions of the MBA, EBS has
delivered online teaching to
more than 800 Chinese, 500
Spanish and 400 Arabic stu-
dents.

“This attitude that
regards the MBA as essen-
tially English is wrong,”
says Mr Kitchin. And who
can argue with that?

If business schools are to
tap the vast markets for
qualifications in China,
India and the developing
world, then languages must
be a key part of the offer.

Foreign language-based
social networking is putting
business students in direct
contact with teachers in the

Communication
From MBAs to
social networking,
foreign languages
open doors, writes
Stephen Hoare

‘I’d like to work for
the UN in Germany
or Switzerland and
if you can speak,
you can work’

Frederic Leoni, student

iPad takes over as the
lecture hall aid of choice

At the start of 2010, Apple’s
iPad had not even been
announced, let alone
released. But within

months of the tablet computer’s
April debut it was being adopted in
boardrooms around the world as
the favourite toy of executives as
diverse as WPP’s Sir Martin Sorrell
and News Corp’s James Murdoch.

So it was little surprise that by
the start of the new academic year
in the autumn, iPads were showing
up in many business school class-
rooms too.

The speed with which Apple’s
touchscreen device has been
adopted by MBA students is in
marked contrast to the Amazon
Kindle, an e-reader that lacks the
iPad’s colour, graphics and easy
typing.

A Kindle trial at the University of
Virginia’s Darden School of Busi-
ness found that while students
liked the device for reading books,
only one in 10 used it for studying.

Michael Koenig, director of MBA
operations at Darden, sees much
greater potential for touchscreen
tablets such as the iPad, RIM’s
Playbook or Samsung’s Galaxy Tab.

“I was surprised by how many of
my faculty members walked in

with an iPad as soon as they were
launched,” he says.

Proponents of the technology
deny that it gives them a sneaky
way to play Angry Birds in class-
rooms.

Christine Geocaniga, a full-time
MBA student at Ashridge Business
School in the UK, says: “The good
thing about having an iPad is that I
don’t have to print out so much
and it keeps my backpack quite
light. It makes studying more
mobile because I don’t need to
carry two binders with me.”

But the iPad has not eliminated
paper altogether, as some case
study libraries are not yet available
in digital formats. “It has not really
replaced my handwritten notes in
class,” Ms Geocaniga adds.

Nonetheless, some argue that tab-
lets have an advantage over laptops
for use in class, where a wall of
raised screens can create a psycho-
logical barrier between student and
teacher.

“For a case-study-based platform,
in the Socratic method, one of the
nice things about the iPad and sim-
ilar devices is you can lay them
down. There is no break between
the students and the front of the
room,” Mr Koenig says. “We get the
sense there is a little more focus
[than with laptops].”

Some schools, including
Ashridge, Georgia State Univer-
sity’s Robinson College of Business
and Hult International Business
School, are giving students on high-
end courses an iPad preloaded with
all the case studies and textbooks
they will need in their studies.

Handing out $500-plus worth of

computer equipment saves the
schools money, because e-books are
cheaper than hardbacks, as well as
being more convenient for students.

The University of Notre Dame
Mendoza College of Business
handed out 40 iPads to two sets of
students on undergraduate and
MBA management courses last
autumn, to assess the new technol-
ogy.

Corey Angst, assistant professor
at Mendoza, published the results
of the trial in January, in one of the
most detailed studies yet of iPad
use in business schools.

The results were overwhelmingly
positive – although not always for
the reasons Prof Angst originally
expected.

Where excitement about most
new technology typically wanes
after a while, “no such lulls in
acceptance or value were detected
in the iPad study”, Prof Angst
wrote. “Expectations were high,
but performance appeared to live
up to the hype.”

Most students found the iPad
easy to operate, with a majority
using it to read course materials
beyond the scope of the trial.

Asked whether they would want
to buy tablets and e-books after the

trial had ended, a large majority of
the students said they would be
keen to borrow an iPad from the
school and rent an e-book that
would “expire” after six months.

Most also said that they felt the
iPad helped make the classes more
interesting and projects easier to
manage.

Two-thirds said it was “very diffi-
cult” to give up the iPad after the
trial. Among the top reasons for
this were its “instant on” facility,
portability, ease of use in any situa-
tion and the “social perception” of
using a trendy device.

However, the chief complaint was
that it still lacked “important func-
tions”, such as highlighting and
note taking, although some down-
loadable “apps” – such as PDF-
Notes and iAnnotate PDF – are now
emerging to remedy that.

“The ancillary benefits of the
iPad outweigh the device’s draw-
backs as an academic tool,” Prof
Angst wrote in his report. “While
not statistically significant, the
majority of students said they are
learning more by using the iPad.”

Apple would not help Notre
Dame fund an iPad programme, but
the school is now talking to Sprint,
the US telecoms operator, about
sponsoring new Android-based tab-
lets for students arriving later this
year.

“We are truly device-agnostic,”
Prof Angst told the FT. “It’s
unlikely that Notre Dame would
ever mandate the purchase of a spe-
cific device. We are really trying to
prove that it doesn’t matter what
students decide to use, we can sup-
port them.”

Tablet devices
Laptops are being
edged out for a
variety of reasons,
says Tim Bradshaw

‘The good thing about
having an iPad is that I
don’t have to print out
so much and it keeps
my backpack quite light’

The iPad has not eliminated paper altogether, as some casestudy libraries are not yet available in digital formats Iain Masterton/Alamy

developing world, where
tuition is often traded and
where business people and
professionals can learn a
language through convers-
ing online with someone
with similar career inter-
ests.

In such cases both the
teacher and the student
learn each other’s language
and culture through conver-
sation.

In four years, the Seattle-
based social networking site
Livemocha has established
9m users and 300,000 teach-
ers worldwide. Brazil, the
Middle East and Asia are
the biggest markets.

Michael Schutzler, chief
executive of Livemocha,
says: “There are 300m peo-
ple in China learning Eng-
lish. They are already flu-
ent in Mandarin. In China,
language social networking
is as addictive as computer
gaming. It’s a completely
different attitude to lan-
guage learning from what
we see in the west.”

Business schools are a
target market for Live-
mocha and the website has
set up licences with a
number of smaller US busi-
ness schools. One of its big-
gest corporate clients is
Google, which has hired
Livemocha as a way of
encouraging all staff to
learn another language.

Business schools have
spotted an opportunity for
developing social enter-
prise. MBA students from
Iese, a Spanish business
school, are helping run a
start-up languages website
Glovico on a rotating
internship and are market-
ing it in the US and Europe,
using personal contacts and
word of mouth.

Glovico fosters business
links with developing coun-
tries and puts teachers from
Latin America and Africa in
touch with students want-
ing to improve their conver-
sation skills.

The no-frills website is
run with a small back
office, a money transfer
facility and a booking diary.
Conversations in French,
Spanish or English are
delivered over Skype at lit-
tle more than the cost of a
phone call.

Glovico’s nofrills website
uses Skype
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Europe
Euro*MBA Netherlands Euro*MBA general management Audencia Nantes School of 

Management, EADA, HHL Leipzig 
Graduate School of Management, IAE 
Aix Graduate School of Management, 
Kozminski University and Maastricht 
University School of Business and 
Economics

27 2 Amba 2 3 98 95 � 0 50 70 � � Europe www.euromba.org 

Eude Spain MBA general management Madrid University 968 Rolling 2 1 95 85 � 50 50 50 � � � � Caribbean, Europe, South America www.eude.es/cursos-masters/masters-semipresenciales

MBA - Environment specialised - environment 62 Rolling 2 1 99 45 � 100 100 100 � www.master-mba.es/mba-direccion-y-administracion-
de-empresas-especialidad-medio-ambiente

MBA - Human Resources specialised - human 
resources

66 Rolling 2 1 98 50 � 100 100 100 � www.master-mba.es/mba-direccion-y-administracion-
de-empresas-especialidad-recursos-humanos

MBA - International Trade specialised -  international 
trade

19 Rolling 2 1 92 30 � 100 100 100 � www.master-mba.es/mba-direccion-y-administracion-
de-empresas-especialidad-internacional

MBA - Marketing specialised - marketing 72 Rolling 2 1 100 25 � 100 100 100 � www.master-mba.es/mba-direccion-y-administracion-
de-empresas-especialidad-marketing

IE Business School Spain Global MBA Online general management 92 6 AACSB, Amba, Equis 1.25 1.25 98 84 � Varies Varies 95 � � All http://gmba-eng.ie.edu

International Executive MBA general management 106 6 1 1 96 72 � Varies Varies 80 � � http://ixmba.ie.edu

Isead Spain Executive MBA general management Centro Universitario Villanueva 133 3 3 1.2 88 68 � 100 100 90 � � � � Africa, Asia, Caribbean, Europe, 
Middle East, North America, 
South America

www.isead.es

MBA general management 145 3 3 1.2 77 58 � 100 100 95 � � � www.isead.es

Robert Kennedy College Switzerland University of Cumbria MBA at Robert Kennedy College specialised - leadership and 
sustainability

University of Cumbria 238 Rolling 6 n/a n/a 95 � 100 70 99 � � All college.ch/mba-leadership

University of Wales MBA at Robert Kennedy College general management University of Wales 1685 Rolling 5 2 to 3 90 95 � 100 70 99 � � college.ch/online-mba

SBS Swiss Business School Switzerland Distance MBA general mangement 320 Rolling 5 2.5 95 80 � 100 100 100 � Asia, Australia and Oceania, 
Europe, Middle East, North 
America, South America

www.sbs.edu/programs/graduate/distance-mba

SMC Swiss Management Center Switzerland MBA general management 2163 Rolling 4 2 89 94 � 93 100 100 � � All www.swissmc.ch

Aberdeen Business School - Robert Gordon 
University

UK Executive Online MBA general management 121 2 Amba 5 2.7 87 70 � 50 100 100 � � All www4.rgu.ac.uk/abs/postgraduate/page.cfm?pge=13409

MBA Oil and Gas Management specialised - oil and gas 
management

189 2 5 2.7 100 68 � 50 100 100 � � www4.rgu.ac.uk/abs/postgraduate/page.cfm?pge=43760

Aston Business School UK Distance Learning MBA general management 26 3 AACSB, Amba, Equis 5 2.5 98 45 � 0 50 100 � � � � Africa, Asia, Australia and 
Oceania, Caribbean, Europe, 
Middle East, North America, 
South America

www.aston.ac.uk/mba

Bradford University School of Management UK Distance learning MBA general management 228 4 Amba, Equis 6 3 90 85 � 0 100 100 � � All www.bradford.ac.uk/management/programmes/mba/
dlmba/ataglance/

Durham Business School UK The Global MBA general management 526 4 AACSB, Amba, Equis 5 4.2 67 53 � 0 95 0 � � All www.dur.ac.uk/dbs/glc/mba-dl

The Global MBA in Finance specialised - fi nance 45 4 5 n/a n/a 78 � 0 95 0 � � www.dur.ac.uk/dbs/glc/mba-dl

Edinburgh Business School, Heriot-Watt 
University

UK MBA general management 9345 Rolling n/a 3 70 79 � 0 1 0 � All www.ebsglobal.net / programmes / mba

Henley Business School UK Henley MBA by Flexible Learning general management University of Reading 442 2 AACSB, Amba, Equis 5 4 n/a 68 � 0 85 100 � � � � Africa, Asia, Caribbean, Europe www.henley.com/mba

Imperial College Business School UK MBA (Distance) general management 220 1 Amba, Equis 4 3 80 66 � 0 100 100 � � All www3.imperial.ac.uk/business-school/programmes/
distance-learning-mba

London School of Business and Finance UK LSBF MBA general management University of Wales 301 4 5 1.25 n/a 61 � 100 100 100 � All www.lsbf.org.uk/programmes/masters/mba/mba-online.
html

Open University Business School UK MBA general management 5100 2 AACSB, Amba, Equis 7 3 70 45 � 0 varies var-
ies 
� � � Africa, Asia, Europe, Middle East   www3.open.ac.uk/study/postgraduate/qualifi cation/

f61.htm

MBA - Technology Management specialised - technology 
mangement

420 2 7 3 70 45 � 0 varies var-
ies 
� � � www3.open.ac.uk/courses/bin/p12.dll?Q01F03

Oxford Brookes University UK Global MBA general management 140 2 Amba 5 30 100 60 � n/a 100 100 � All www.business.brookes.ac.uk/mba/dl/

RDI - Resource Development International UK University of Wales MBA at RDI general management University of Wales 1220 4 4 2 n/a 60 � 0 100 100 � All www.rdi.co.uk/business-pathway/48-mba.html

Royal Holloway, University of London UK MBA International Management by Distance Learning general management n/a 2 Amba 5 5 53 89 � 0 n/a 20 � � � All www.londoninternational.ac.uk/mba

University of Strathclyde Business School UK Strathclyde Flexible Learning MBA general management 75 2 AACSB, Amba, Equis 6 3 85 25 � 0 20 0 � � � All www.strathclydemba.com

University of Leicester UK MBA general mangement 931 4 Amba 5 4.2 n/a 89 � 0 90 0 � � All www.le.ac.uk/ulsm

University of Liverpool UK MBA general management 2297 Rolling Cel 6 2.5 n/a 92 n/a 100 100 � All www.uol.ohecampus.com/mba

Warwick Business School UK Warwick MBA by Distance Learning general management 1865 3 AACSB, Amba, Equis 5 3 80 54 � 33 85 95 � � All www.wbs.ac.uk/students/mba/dl

Warwick Global Energy MBA specialised - energy 61 3 5 3 n/a 52 � 0 50 50 � � All www.warwickmba.com/global-energy

The Americas
Athabasca University Canada Executive MBA general management 844 3 5 2.5 86 5 � 100 50 94 � All www.mba.athabascau.ca

Centrum Católica Peru Virtual Management MBA general management 199 3 AACSB, Amba  3 2.3 100 19 � 80 70 80 � � � Africa, Asia, Europe, Middle East, 
North America, South America

centrum.pucp.edu.pe/mbavirtual/

Arizona State University: Carey US W. P. Carey Online MBA general management 441 2 AACSB 6 2 93 2 � 100 100 100 � All wpcarey.asu.edu/mba/online

Babson College: Olin US Fast Track MBA general management 559 3 AACSB, Equis 8 2 94 11 � 100 60 100 � � � � All www.babson.edu/fasttrack

Drexel University: LeBow US MBA Anywhere general management 110 3 AACSB 2 2 97 0 � 100 100 88 � � All www.lebow.drexel.edu/Prospects/MBA/Online.php

MBA in Pharmaceutical Management specialised - pharmaceutical 
management or healthcare 

52 3 2 2 100 5 � 100 100 75 � � www.lebow.drexel.edu/Prospects/ExecEd/Pharm/index.
php

George Washington University US Health Care MBA specialised - healthcare 241 2 AACSB 5 2.5 90 2 � 100 100 100 � All www.mbahc.info/

Indiana University: Kelley US Kelley Direct Programs - MBA general management 1326 2 AACSB 5 2.25 96 3 � 95 95 95 � � All kd.iu.edu

Northeastern University US Northeastern University Online MBA general management 1175 9 AACSB 5 2 n/a 7 � 100 100 100 � All onlinemba.neu.edu

Syracuse University US iMBA general management 247 2 AACSB 7 3 68 2 � 75 95 95 � � All whitman.syr.edu/iMBA

Thunderbird School of Global Management US Global MBA for Latin American Managers general management 134 1 AACSB 5 2 97 90 100 95 0 � � � � All www.thunderbird.edu/globalmba

Global MBA On-Demand general management 165 3 5 1.75 92 10 98 80 75 � � � www.thunderbird.edu/gmba

University of Florida: Hough US Internet MBA Program One Year general management 56 2 AACSB 1.3 1.3 95 0 � 0 50 100 � � All www.fl oridamba.ufl .edu/workingprofessional/internet/

Internet MBA Program Two Year general management 66 2 2.3 2.3 87 0 � 0 50 100 � � www.fl oridamba.ufl .edu/workingprofessional/internet/

University of Maryland University College US MBA general management 1930 4 5 2 90 2 100 100 100 � � All www.umuc.edu/departments/bus-exec/mba/index.shtml

Executive MBA general management 35 2 5 1.8 80 0 0 50 50 � � � www.umuc.edu/programs/grad/xmba

University of Nebraska-Lincoln US Business Administraton Distance MBA general management 61 4 AACSB 10 3.33 90 8 � 100 100 100 � � All mba.unl.edu/distance/

University of Texas at Dallas US Global Leadership EMBA Program general management 36 3 AACSB 6 2 100 5 � 5 80 80 � � � � All www.som.utdallas.edu/graduate/execed/glemba/

Global Online MBA Program general management 85 3 6 2 100 3 � 80 100 100 � � www.som.utdallas.edu/onlinePrograms/globalMbaOnline/

Project Management EMBA Program specialised - project 
management

40 3 6 2 100 2 � 100 100 100 � � www.som.utdallas.edu/graduate/execed/
projectMgmtProg/

Walden University US MBA general mangement 2,255 6 5 2 55 4.5 � 100 100 100 � All www.waldenu.edu/Degree-Programs/Masters/Master-
of-Business-Administration.htm

Asia-Pacifi c
Curtin Graduate School of Business Australia MBA general management 77 3 Amba, Cel 7 1 to 3 95 14 � 30 92 92 � � All gsb.curtin.edu.au/gsb/future-students/studying-online/

MBA - Oil and Gas specialised - oil & gas 
management

19 3 7 1 to 3 95 0 � 30 92 92 � � gsb.curtin.edu.au/gsb/future-students/studying-online/

MBA - Strategic Procurement specialised - strategic 
procurement

19 3 7 1 to 3 95 0 � 30 92 92 � � gsb.curtin.edu.au/gsb/future-students/studying-online/

RMIT University Australia Online MBA Executive general management 342 3 5 3 90 25 � 50 80 80 � � Asia, Australia and Oceania, 
Europe, Middle East, North 
America, South America

www.rmit.edu.au/bus/postgrad/mbae

 Footnote: This table is compiled from a list of schools that completed a Financial Times survey. This is not a comprehensive list. n/a = not available
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Teamwork used to recreate sense of interaction

In the same way that traditional
MBA courses fight to differenti-
ate themselves from each other
and entice students, so do dis-
tance learning MBA courses.

This comes as no great sur-
prise in an ever-expanding mar-
ket like this one. Most schools
seem keen to replicate the class-
room experience as closely as
possible, through online team-
work in particular.

But, overall, the 59 pro-
grammes that feature in this
year’s Financial Times listing
highlight a variety of ways to
complete this type of degree.

“We are not trying to dehu-
manise the learning experience”
says Devendra Kodwani, MBA
director at the Open University
Business School in the UK,
when questioned on the quali-
ties needed for online team-
work.

As a result, online teamwork
is relied on to re-create tradi-
tional classroom interaction. An
impressive 90 per cent of pro-
grammes in the listing have this

as a requirement, while the
remaining 10 per cent say group
work is promoted.

“We are in fact encouraging
more interaction,” Mr Kodwani
adds, explaining that tutors are
deeply involved in online team-
work, moderating comments
and responding quickly to any
queries. “They give more of
their time, if anything.”

Jen Oberholtzer, an MBA stu-
dent at Indiana University’s Kel-
ley School of Business, says she
would have felt disappointed if
this teamwork had not been
required. “Interactions with my
classmates have been the high-
light. One of the main reasons
people go back to school is to
network; if this had not been in
place, I would have felt some-
thing was lacking.”

She adds that this interaction
was in some ways more fulfill-
ing than being in a classroom,
because she was able to hear
from every single classmate.

“There is a lot to be learnt
through interacting with your
peers” says Allan Scott, MBA
director at Robert Gordon Uni-
versity in Scotland. “Students
always bounce ideas off each
other, so we wanted to mirror
this online.”

But aside from this common
element, other aspects of the
listing reveal a vast range of
learning structures available to
students.

The University of Nebraska-
Lincoln in the US, for example,
offers a general programme that
has a time limit of 10 years with
no campus visits required.

Robert Kennedy College in
Switzerland has just introduced
a specialised programme in
leadership and sustainability
that has to be completed in six
years and requires a one-week
mandatory residence in the Eng-
lish Lake District.

The growing divergence
between general and specialised
is a continuing trend.

Some schools prefer to main-
tain one general programme but
add specialist modules within
that to differentiate themselves.

Walden University, for exam-
ple, an online-only US institu-
tion, has 13 specialist options
within its general programme,
including human resources,
technology management, corpo-
rate finance and strategies for
sustainability.

Other schools embrace the
specialist option wholeheart-
edly, in the way Robert
Kennedy College will be this
year. And they either run the
specialist programme alongside
their general one, or give it
their full attention.

Warwick Business School in
the UK, for example, offers both
a general programme and a spe-
cialist one in energy. In con-
trast, George Washington Uni-

versity in the US focuses solely
on providing a specialist MBA
in healthcare.

Mr Scott at Robert Gordon
University believes that special-
ist MBAs are definitely the way
forward, as general programmes
are no longer considered to be
focused enough. He adds that
even Google trends are showing
a decline in people searching for
the term “MBA” and an
increase in search volume for
career specific MBAs.

David Costa, dean and colle-
giate professor at Robert
Kennedy College, agrees there
are too many general pro-
grammes around today. He says:
“It is hard to recognise the differ-
ence between one and the
another” he says, emphasising
that “niches are now more popu-
lar because business has
changed so rapidly over the past
few years”.

Some 45 of the programmes
featured in this year’s listing
are general courses, while 14 are
specialist.

Jo-Anna Allen, an MBA alum-
nus from Resource Development
International in the UK, thinks
general programmes are better
for those needing to look at the
broader context. Having come
from a specialised background
in pharmaceuticals, Ms Allen
says she preferred not to tie
herself to something else spe-
cific.

“The MBA took my blinkers
off and made me challenge
things I would have normally
gone along with in the past.”

The necessity of face-to-face
interaction is also up for debate.
Of the 59 programmes, 35
require attendance on campus
at some point, while 24 do not.
And of these 24, 88 per cent do
not require attendance at a local
study centre either.

Those who insist on campus
visits argue that this aspect
strengthens their course and
consolidates networks.

“This initial contact creates a
wonderful foundation,”

says Beth Walker, associ-
ate dean at Arizona
State University’s
Carey School of Busi-
ness, where students
are required to
attend an orienta-
tion trip at the
beginning of the
course.

Mr Costa agrees,
saying: “However

technology develops,
there will be no way to

replace face-

to-face interaction.” He explains
that this creates a sense of
belonging that even recruiters
recognise.

Ms Oberholtzer at the Kelley
school attended a mandatory
residence. She says it was an
intense environment, but helped
prepare her to work with every-
one once they moved to an
online space.

Other schools, however,
believe online teamwork is
enough. Ms Allen, for example,
whose MBA course at RDI
requires neither campus visits
nor attendance at a local study
centre, does not view this as a
disadvantage. She describes a
Skype group her classmates set
up instead that had a formalised
agenda and involved students
from all over the world, includ-
ing South Africa, the UK and
Ghana. This satisfied her needs
sufficiently.

These schools also consider
the issue of student’s schedules.
Some students find it extremely
hard to commit themselves to
even one week away from their
busy lives, which is why they
opted for an online programme
to begin with. “There is a great
online ethos,” says Ms Allen,
“which is enough”.

A diversity of programmes is
clearly in place, and will no
doubt continue to grow. Now it
is up to the students to choose
which one appeals the most.

Analysis
Schools seem keen to
replicate the classroom
experience, writes
Charlotte Clarke

‘Niches are now more
popular because
business has changed
so rapidly over the
past few years’

David Costa, Dean,
Kennedy College, Switzerland
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Geographical boundaries are
redrawn by web technology

During the three-and-a-half
years it took Agnes Oon to
get her MBA she worked
full-time, travelled regu-
larly for her job, changed
employer and gave birth to
her second child. Because
the entire degree course
was online, she could study
in the evenings and at
weekends.

The opportunity to form
an international network of
contacts was another big
bonus. “I felt part of a com-
munity of students span-
ning Australia, America,
India, China, Vietnam and
Europe,” Ms Oon says.

“It was enormously stim-
ulating sharing ideas and
discussions with people
from so many different cul-
tures and viewpoints.”

Ms Oon’s MBA was with
U21Global, a Singapore-
based business school set
up in 2001 to deliver educa-
tion online. It is being
joined by an increasing
number of bricks-and-
mortar business schools
adopting web technology as
a way to enhance and
expand their curriculum.

The international dimen-
sion is one of the main ben-
efits of online technology,
says John Gallagher, associ-
ate dean for executive MBA
programmes at Duke Uni-
versity’s Fuqua School of
Business in the US. It has
introduced a blended
“cross-continent” course.

Students attend residen-
tial two-week modules in
six locations worldwide
over 18 months, with dis-
tance-working in between.

“This approach enables
us to breach geographic
boundaries and create
extraordinarily diverse
classes, because we are not
constrained by place,” says
Prof Gallagher.

Courses emphasise inter-
national topics such as cul-
tures, civilisations and lead-
ership, global markets and
institutions.

This structure and con-
tent are much more consist-
ent with the career ambi-

tions of young people, says
Prof Gallagher. “They are
interested in experiences
that help them cross bor-
ders and pursue opportuni-
ties in other parts of the
world.”

In the past, distance
learning has often been
viewed as a second-class
experience, but the latest
online technology is putting
it out in front, says Prof
Gallagher. “Students are
getting an outstanding
experience that could never
be available to people who
are on campus every day.”

This view is shared by
Bert Valencia, executive
director of the global MBA
programme at Arizona-
based Thunderbird.

There is a perception
among the alumni that
online students are missing
out on the campus experi-
ence and interacting with
other students, says Mr
Valencia. “But now the
world is different and peo-
ple in business spend much
less time face-to-face.”

Global companies do not
sit around the table to
make decisions: they go
online with video and audio
conferencing, Skype instant
messaging, and social net-
works, he says.

Students who study
online have to learn to
multi-task as they balance
work, study and family.

“This is a better prepara-
tion for real life than the
focused and rarefied atmos-
phere of the campus,” Mr
Valencia says. He expects
Thunderbird’s global MBA
student numbers to double
from 200 to 400 in the next
five years.

The UK’s Warwick Busi-
ness School (WBS) is using
web technology to enhance
campus experience. When
the Iceland volcanic ash
cloud prevented a lecturer
attending a five-day module
on service management for
students in Dubai, it
decided that, rather than
abandon the lectures, it
would stream video of them
from Warwick.

In addition to saving time
and money, this was an
environmentally friendly
option, says Ray Irving,
head of learning resources
at WBS. “It is also ideal for
our senior guest speakers,
who typically have busy
schedules and may find it
hard to get away.”

It is the reverse of the
usual concept of online
learning, because you are
putting the tutor online
rather than the student.

WBS has moved on from
thinking about online tech-
nology as a way to improve
distance-learning, to think-
ing about it as enhancing
campus education, Mr Irv-
ing says.

Students can attend a lec-
ture in person, or view it on
a PC from elsewhere. This
provides the flexibility and
choice frequently expected
in today’s business-educa-
tion market.

People do not want to be
told they have to travel to a
specific place at a certain
time, Mr Irving says. “They
want to be able to watch a
lecture when and where
they can concentrate on it.”

Developments in online
technology will enable busi-
ness schools to offer more
web-based options in future.
U21Global chose Singapore
for its headquarters partly
because of the country’s
high-speed communications
network. But some of its
students are in remote loca-
tions without access to
broadband.

Someone in rural Africa
or India might have only a
128K dial-up modem, says
Nick Hutton, U21Global’s
chief executive. This makes
video streaming and confer-
encing impractical, he says.
Within the next three years,
however, he expects that
high-quality low-bandwidth
video will become more
widespread, making many
more multimedia options
possible for online students.

U21Global is helping
other institutions move
online as a means of
expanding student num-
bers. With the e-learning
market expected to grow to
$50bn by 2014, this should
be a huge opportunity, says
Mr Hutton. He expects it to
be particularly popular in
Asia-Pacific, the Middle
East and Europe, where
demand is exceeding sup-
ply.

The 6,000 people taking
U21Global’s degree courses
may never meet their fellow
students or tutors face-to-
face. A class may contain 30
students in 30 countries,
with a tutor in a 31st.

Although Ms Oon did
meet some of her fellow stu-
dents face-to-face over the
duration of her courses, she
liked the “anonymity” of
first getting to know people
online.

“You only judge people
on their ideas, not on their
background or how they
looked.” Eventually, quite
strong bonds formed, she
says, including with tutors.

Nick Hutton: demand is exceeding supply in some areas

Flexible study
International aspect
is the main bonus,
says Jane Bird
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Steps on road to developing a global mindset
Once you know what motivates
you, you can steer your career
towards things you enjoy.
Towards the end of 2008, after
working for Citi Peru for about
six years, ever since I was an
intern, I felt it was time to
take the next step: an MBA.

I had a great start to my
professional career, as I held
various positions and moved
rapidly within the company in
a relatively short time. These
jobs included roles in quality
and innovation, operations and
technology, client and product
management.

Having the opportunity to do
different jobs, and not become
a specialist in just one, gave
me a more holistic view of
business and at the same time
helped me discover what I
enjoy doing.

However, the timing of my
MBA could not have been
worse. Economies around the
world were shaken by the
financial crisis, student loans
were reduced to a minimum,
job prospects looked terrible,
and uncertainty was the name
of the game.

But in Peru, the economy
was booming, and local growth
prospects could not have
looked better.

I needed to make a tough
decision: give up a great job
with excellent opportunities in
one of the only economies still
growing and do a full-time
MBA programme; or sacrifice
the experience of living and
potentially working in a bigger,
more developed country and do
a local part-time programme
while working.

I decided to stay in my job
and look for a part-time
programme that would allow
me to develop the skills needed
to live and work in a different
market or region, and look for
such an opportunity in the
future.

In that search, I was
introduced to Thunderbird
Global School of Management
by many colleagues who had
studied in the school, were
satisfied with the programme,
and now worked outside the
country.

The programme was a 21-
month global MBA, designed
for Latin American managers.

Although I had given up on
the opportunity to live and
work outside Peru, once the
decision was made I felt that I
was embarking on a journey
that would eventually help me
steer my career towards
gaining experience outside my
country.

On my first week of classes, I
heard a term that at the time

did not mean as much as it
does today, which is the need
to develop a “global mindset”.

At first I did not pay much
attention to the term, but as
the programme continued, it
resonated throughout the
learning experience.

From the very foundation of
most courses that have a
strong focus on global business
– including marketing,
economics, strategy, political
economy or finance – to

developing a network of people
from across the world, to
experiencing other countries or
regions in an international
business interim trip, I believe
the programme has been
designed to allow you to
develop a global mindset.

This helps you to become
aware of the many variables
that change from market to
market and, as a result, have
the resources needed to adapt
to it.

The business interim trip was
probably the most interesting
experience I had in this regard.
It is aimed at providing the
hands-on experience of
analysing a potential country
to do business with, visiting it
and interacting with other
businesses and organisations
operating in it, and also
experiencing the cultural
differences and evaluating
adaptations needed.

Having many options to

choose from and having
travelled in the Americas, Asia
and Europe, my natural choice
was the Middle East.

We travelled for a week to
Dubai and Abu Dhabi in the
United Arab Emirates.

The visit included sessions to
get to know and understand
the culture, meetings with
businesses, both local and
western, operating in the
region and, of course, a little
bit of leisure.

The trip opened a new vision
of the world for me. The fact
that the way of life considered
as “normal” for a large part of
the world population differs so
much from the western way of
life was hard to grasp.

Nevertheless, it highlighted
the fact that embracing
diversity is probably one of the
most important variables
needed in a global manager.

But studying at the same
time as working is not all fun
and games. Balancing your
work and family life with the
demands of a top-notch
programme requires a lot of
sacrifice and focus to reach
your goals, especially when you
get promoted and assume more
responsibilities in the middle of
the race.

But the experience has been
enlightening, not only because
the learning process is much
richer once you have work
experience, but also because
having peers with different
backgrounds provides points of
view that do not always match
your way of thinking.

I guess my decision to stay
put and look for cross-border
opportunities later was the
right one. Two months ago I
was selected in an
international associate
programme within Citi that
will take me on a four-year
journey to different countries,
regions and job experiences.

The main goal of the
programme: to try to develop a
global mindset for a generation
of potential future leaders
within my business unit.

I’m two months away from
finishing the programme and
strongly believe it was ideal
preparation for this experience,
and also to put me one step
ahead of the rest and hit the
ground running.

I feel ready to take the next
step I was looking for, and
thus continue developing the
skills needed to become a
global professional.

The writer is an MBA student
at Thunderbird Global School
of Management

Hopes and Fears
MAURICIO SCHWARTZMANN

Mauricio Schwartzmann: my
decision to study at home in Peru
and look for opportunities abroad
later was the right one Zuma


