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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the impact on faculty and students of the forced transition to eLearning caused by the COVID-19
pandemic. A review of the literature on eLearning modalities and the issues involved in transitioning from face-to-face
instruction is followed by a series of reports on the experiences of 10 faculty in making the change from traditional
instruction to various modalities of eLearning. The methodology employed is an adaptation of the grounded theory
approach used in sociology. The results indicate that the primary advantages to the transition to eLearning were the
flexibility afforded both faculty and students and the ability to continue delivering quality instruction during the
pandemic. The primary negatives were the difficulty in engaging students in the new delivery modalities and the
significant challenges involved in proctoring exams. Prior experience with online and blended learning on the part of the
faculty and students made the transition smoother.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic forced faculty in higher education to adapt quickly and abruptly to an eLearning
environment. The question addressed here is how well faculty adapted to this forced transition and what
were their positive and negative experiences. For most traditional colleges and universities, the choice was to
either move instruction online or shut down. eLearning and the associated platforms became a lifeline for
higher education (Miiller et al. 2021) and caused much stress and anxiety among faculty. During this
transition, educators had to learn how to use instructional technology often with little training or support.
They also had to become proficient in previously unused instructional modalities, as face-to-face instruction
was abandoned in favor of eLearning. This paper will analyze the experience of 10 university faculty with
varying degrees of prior eLearning experience.

The COVID-19 pandemic was a significant disruptive event and affected every institution and the way of
life for the general population. Although college-age students were at a lower mortality risk, governments
and institutions forced a transition from face-to-face instruction to various modalities of eLearning using the
theory of securitization (Murphy, 2020). This transition, termed “emergency eLearning” (Murphy, 2020,
p 492), was sudden and caught many members of the faculty unprepared.

Miiller et al. (2021) catalogued and analyzed the experiences of 14 faculty in medical disciplines at a
large university in Singapore. A high level of stress and anxiety was noted along with the necessity of
adjusting expectations. Key opportunities included reduced apprehension toward eLearning, greater
flexibility allowing learning independence for students, reflection and examination of the teaching process,
and reduction of barriers to faculty-student interaction. The challenges were more psychological than
technical and included creating engagement at the social, emotional, and cognitive levels; addressing diverse
student needs; and providing a holistic learning experience.

One thing that a crisis does is force change. That can be good given the innate human resistance to it
(Shimoni, 2017). However, forced change is often a ragged transition. In an introduction to a special issue on
blended and online learning in technical writing and communication, Slattery (2021) expressed “mixed
feelings about the sudden pivot online” (p. 4). On the positive side, educators were exposed to instructional
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technologies they might not have otherwise tried. That is the good thing about forced change -- it forces
people to try new things. On the negative side, given that most faculty had a week or less to pivot online,
there was little opportunity to examine and adopt best practices in eLearning. As Slattery (2021) pointed out,
it can take years for experienced faculty to develop effective online programs and progress is often in “small,
incremental revisions” (p. 4). Progress in best practices in eLearning has occurred over time. Arbaugh et al.
(2010) did a thorough review of online and blended learning from 1994 to 2009. They found that the field
“has seen dramatic conceptual, methodological, and analytical advances” (p. 39). However, within
management disciplines, the progress has been uneven, with courses in organizational behavior and strategic
management making the most progress, followed by human resource management, operations management,
and international management. Entrepreneurship courses have seen little progress in adapting to eLearning,
according to this review.

The current research focuses on the experiences of faculty at a college of business in making the pivot to
eLearning under exigent circumstances. Given a high level of diversity in their prior experience with blended
and online modalities and the variety of disciplines and instructional schemes being used, each faculty
member’s experience was unique. As Todd et al. (2017) observed in their meta-analysis, face-to-face, online,
and hybrid approaches produce different outcomes for different course content. For example, process content
worked better in face-to-face delivery whereas more structured content like compliance-based ethics
instruction transitioned to eLearning more readily. For some disciplines, blended or hybrid methods produced
the best instructional results. Emergency eLearning provided a social laboratory to observe and understand
eLearning approaches as faculty were forced into change and to adopt unfamiliar methods and adapt
well-developed approaches. This research will feature multiple cases describing the experience of faculty
who had to adapt quickly to the realities of pandemic instruction. These lessons will provide the impetus for
more ordered and deliberate progress in eLearning once the securitized restrictions have passed.

2. METHODS, PROCEDURES, AND RESULTS

2.1 Participants

The participants for this research were 10 faculty members at an AACSB-accredited college of business who
were required to transition abruptly to various eLearning modalities in response to COVID-19 safety
mandates. The participants represented several business disciplines including operations management,
accounting, business law, business ethics, finance, marketing, and management. Some were broadly
experienced in eLearning platforms and methodologies; others had little experience in eLearning. Some were
new to higher education, filling in on short notice as COVID-19 disabled the faculty ranks because of health
concerns while others were senior faculty with decades of experience in higher education. Additionally, each
faculty member adapted using various eLearning modalities. Some transitioned their class to full online
instruction. Others adopted a blended format of mediated synchronous instruction and asynchronous
methods. A few continued face-to-face teaching with mandated rotating classroom attendance coupled with
synchronous mediated instruction. Many possible permutations were represented in the case studies with a
variety of outcomes.

2.2 Methods and Procedures

The primary intervention variable was the mandated transition from face-to-face instruction to eLearning.
Faculty had one week to change over from face to face. Fortunately, the transition was over spring break
when no instruction was scheduled so faculty could focus exclusively on the transition during that one-week
period. The instructional options available were rotating face to face with supplementary synchronous
delivery, full online delivery, and blended or hybrid instruction which involved mediated synchronous
delivery using Zoom or Microsoft Teams coupled with asynchronous content. Faculty were free to choose
their modality for the final several weeks of the semester. The three formats continued to be used during the
summer session as well as fall and spring semesters the following year. Before the pandemic, the college
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made extensive use of Moodle as the primary learning management system (LMS); this factor, therefore, was
a constant for this investigation.

Data were collected using email-mediated reports congruent with the methods employed in grounded
theory research (see Strauss and Corbin, 1994). Faculty were requested to share their experience with the
transition to elLearning mandated by the security protocols. The request asked faculty to included
observations on the positives and negatives they encountered as they transitioned away from face-to-face
instruction. This is similar to the methodology used by Miiller et al. (2021) and provided a rich set of written
protocols of the faculty’s experience. Faculty were classified as having high, moderate, or low experience in
higher education and high, moderate, or low experience in eLearning.

2.3 Results

Case 1 is a senior member of the faculty with 35 years of teaching experience at the university in operations
management. This participant’s pre-COVID experience includes extensive use of eLearning including full
televised classes, the use of several LMSs, experience in multiple synchronous mediated learning platforms
including Adobe Connect, Zoom, and Microsoft Teams and fully online instruction using an LMS, narrated
Power Point slides, and video conference technology. This participant is classified as high in higher
education experience and high in eLearning experience.

The forced transition for this participant was relatively smooth and easy. This participant had video
recordings of each class lecture already on hand, having planned to move the class online in the near future.
All the elements in the class were installed in the LMS and the class made extensive use of Pearson MyLab
where students did homework and took quizzes. The only transition required was regular synchronous
meetings with the class using Zoom. The only difficult transition was using Zoom without an instructional
technologist since all of this participant’s experience with Zoom had been with the assistance of these trained
professionals (Campbell, 2008 and Sugar, 2005).

This participant’s transition to eLearning is characterized as positive and opportunistic. The participant
viewed the opportunity to manage their instruction using Zoom as a personal development opportunity. The
flexibility of asynchronous instruction was also viewed as an opportunity. In addition to their regular
university classes, this faculty member also teaches professional pre-licensing classes in real estate that are
offered for credit through the university’s Center for Extended and Lifelong Learning. These classes also had
to abruptly move to remote eLearning, and this provided an opportunity to expand the reach of the class and
the flexibility of the teaching format.

The participant observed that the exigencies of the pandemic accelerated the trend toward online and
mediated learning modalities and provided an opportunity for other faculty to venture into this arena. Most
students adapted to the eLearning modality adroitly. However, students who struggled with engagement did
not fare as well. The lower level of accountability in eLearning allowed students who are less disciplined to
disengage, fall behind, and perform poorly. The big question is now that we have demonstrated that
significant instruction can take place using various forms of eLearning, will that be the administrative
mandate in a post-COVID world?

Case 2 is a new faculty member recruited early in the pandemic to fill in for a faculty member who was
adversely affected by the pandemic. This participant had limited experience in higher education and had no
experience in eLearning. This participant would be classified as low in higher education experience and low
in eLearning experience. The participant teaches business ethics and social responsibility.

A prime area of concern for this participant’s classes during the pandemic was the use of class time.
They teach three sections of Business Ethics, two of which are taught in a Hybrid format with one
pre-recorded lecture and one live Zoom session per week and an additional online-only section with all
material presented asynchronously. In this format, all sections of the class are receiving the same
pre-recorded lectures on philosophical and business-oriented topics in ethics. Most of the content delivery on
specific theories was reserved for the prerecorded lectures, which were done through annotated PowerPoints
with voiceovers. This lecturing tool was used for the delivery of an 80-minute lecture on Nicomachean Ethics
or Kantianism, lasting the entire class duration covering that specific material. For the Zoom sessions with
the Hybrid classes, the live meetings of class were used to delve into thought experiments and more nuanced
examinations of the theories. This combination of theory and practice may not have been possible in a
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pre-pandemic classroom environment given structured scheduling constraints. In order to discuss Kant’s
shortcomings by answering the “two rock” problem or Utilitarianism’s tendency to aggregate the suffering of
marginalized groups, students must first understand categorical imperatives or the greatest happiness
principle. The prerecorded lectures allowed students to learn the theory at their own pace while watching the
recordings and the synchronous sessions could be used for application.

On the negative side, since there has been no in-person interaction with students, there is the problem of
not knowing what a vast majority of the students look like. With over 300 students having attended classes
predominantly online, the familiarity the faculty have with the students is compromised. Synchronous Zoom
sessions help but it is difficult to enforce having cameras on when the classes are at 8:00 am. Student
participation was low during these class times even during face-to-face instruction so, on some mornings
during the pandemic, it was like teaching to a computer screen.

The dynamic will change when the university returns to in-person teaching. But this unfamiliarity with
the students compromises our department’s emphasis on undergraduate education and to this faculty
member’s sense of belonging in the school community. As a faculty member who took on this teaching
position full-time during the pandemic, it will take at least a full school year after in-person classes resume
before the participant feels the same level of comfort in the department community as otherwise would have
been the case.

Case 3 is a senior faculty member with high experience in higher education. The participant teaches
accounting primarily face to face so the participant would be considered low in eLearning experience.

When face to face, their upper division accounting class was primarily working through problems on the
analogue white board. Unassigned problems were also worked to introduce topics and homework problems
were routinely reviewed. Both the faculty member and students were accustomed to this mode of teaching, so
the transition involved an attempt to replicate this in an eLearning environment. A dedicated Zoom room
with smart white boards, multiple cameras and displays, and multiple ceiling-hung microphones was used.
The smart whiteboard was described as “clunky” and the Zoom signal gave students problems, especially the
gallery display being on top of the shared whiteboard. With experience, both faculty and students learned
how to move the gallery display or change it to speaker view, but everyone was in a learning curve.

Then the campus was closed, and this faculty member had to teach from home. The setup at home was
better since they had a graphics computer with a writable screen, which worked better than the smart
whiteboard. Zoom was used and problems were worked while writing on the screen in MS Word. When the
actual problem was copied into Word, the process worked much better.

It took longer to write on a computer screen than an actual dry erase board in the classroom. About 15
minutes per 80-minute class was lost due to the slower medium and Zoom navigation time. The lost time
required explanations to be recorded for quizzes and problems not covered in class. These were posted in
Moodle.

When in the classroom, the experience reading the faces was important to the class pace and answering
spontaneous questions. However, on Zoom, the “read the room” ability was completely lost. Students were
asked to turn their cameras on, and that helped. Calling on students worked better but the asynchronous
students fell behand as the class progressed. The University’s “barrier-free” mandate in the transition
required the faculty to allow asynchronous participation, but synchronous attendance would have served
these students better.

Administration of quizzes required a significant adaptation. Quizzes were typically done at the start of
class and time was called by watching to see when students were done or spinning their wheels. For
eLearning, McGraw-Hill’s Connect was used for quizzes. Time allocation was difficult to judge and some
students said they did not have enough time. The online interface took longer and added complexities
compared to paper quizzes.

Exams were also moved to McGraw-Hill Connect. However, exams took much longer, even for the “A”
students who were not looking up many answers. Accommodating extended time was difficult and difficult
to judge. Office hours were moved online via Zoom, but only a few students took the initiative to show up
and participate.

Case 4 is an experienced management faculty member with significant experience in eLearning. The
participant is classified as high in higher education experience and high in eLearning experience.
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Prior to the pandemic the participant was teaching a section online, so the face-to-face section was easily
moved online using the videos and other materials that were already created. In the participant’s other
classes, the students were focused on their team projects, so only regular office hours were required.

Several guest speakers were already scheduled, and they were still able to speak via Zoom and offered
great insights into what their organizations were experiencing because of COVID.

In the fall, a previously scheduled online class was taught along with two sections of an MBA
organizational behavior class which switched to remote. This transition was a little difficult, but the MBA
students responded well to moving discussions into Zoom. These students were quite engaged throughout.

Students were required to keep their cameras on if they had the internet bandwidth to do so. This
requirement made it a lot easier to have engaging discussions since everyone's faces were visible. The MBA
students made the transition readily since most were accustomed to the hybrid program delivery in this
program.

Case 5 is a relatively new member of the faculty who teaches specialty classes in an international
business center. This participant is now teaching exclusively online. The participant is classified as low in
higher education experience and moderate in eLearning experience.

The participant observes that teaching classes online expands the potential student base dramatically. But
it becomes even more important to plan outstanding programming that can compete with many other options
for online instruction. Another factor is the increasing desire by everyone to avoid adding one more Zoom
session to the calendar. The participant observes that it is exhausting, and that everyone is becoming jaded.

Online instruction makes it far easier for people to make a dramatic shift in their educational plan and can
change their loyalties among institutions and classes and can avoid moving to college. The power of
individual personalities is muted and will not shine through enough in a virtual setting to drive student
loyalty and retention.

Some suggested strategies to make eLearning more impactful include bringing in professional colleagues
with granular information on specific topics and business leaders who are experiencing some of the issues
being discussed in class. Another strategy is to call on individual students directly to address a question at
the beginning and building this into the student expectations. A final suggested strategy is emphasizing the
relevance of the material being covered to their existing and future business acumen and using private sector
contacts to underscore this point.

Case 5 is a senior faculty member in management with high experience in higher education and moderate
experience in eLearning.

On the negative side, this participant observes that the qualities of various remote teaching platforms have
compromised interpersonal interaction because of the loss of nonverbal communication cues and the reduced
ability of teachers and students to read interpersonal signals.

On the positive side, most students were described as “digital natives” (Prensky, 2001) and find the
integration of technology into class both relevant and normal. Zoom, with its ability to chat while discussing
material, allows multimodal learning in breakout rooms and enables students to create products like
marketing plans or simple profit and loss statements for projects and then share their screen with the entire
class for discussion.

Another positive is the ability for speakers to “join” classes through eLearning platforms from anywhere
in the world; more professionals have been engaged without incurring pandemic risks and endangering
students, guest lecturers, or instructors. Additionally, student projects, assigned at the direction of guest
instructors, has resulted in content which is then immediately accessible for review and discussion. In some
instances, that content has been used, with student permission, in the guest instructors’ businesses.

Case 6 is a senior faculty member in marketing with high experience in higher education and high
experience in eLearning through extensive teaching in the blended learning MBA program.

The biggest challenge reported by this participant was to get enough students to show up in the Zoom
sessions and participate with good questions, answers, and comments to create a lively and engaging class. It
is difficult to teach to the screen, but active and engaged students make it feel like a real classroom. Student
participation can be tracked using Zoom recordings and saved chat dialogues. Students self-select active
participation or chat discussion which satisfies everyone’s interests and preferences.
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The greatest positive is that office hours and meetings with students can be done on Zoom with individual
students or the entire team for team projects. This mode is more convenient, productive, and easier to share
screens and check student work. Plus, the ability to record project help sessions avoids debates on what was
said and by whom. Zoom sessions can also make scheduling meetings at inconvenient hours more workable.

Case 7 is a mid-level faculty member in business analytics with moderate experience in higher education
and moderate experience in eLearning.

This participant described the most significant insight during the transition to eLearning was coming to
understand how much students had been collaborating on work. The transition to online learning created
many impediments to this collaborative work which had been done primarily in person before the pandemic.
Students had to go through a learning curve in using various eLearning platforms for these collaborations.

Case 8 is a mid-level member of the management faculty with moderate experience in higher education
and high experience in eLearning. This participant had taught several MBA classes in online and blended
formats prior to the pandemic and had a baseline understanding of the technology and its capability.

The most significant negative as the semester progressed was student fatigue and drop off in engagement.
By fall, the big challenge was creating an engaging Zoom experience for a class with 150 students. The
participant reported feeling like equal parts group therapist and radio talk show host. On a couple occasions,
a graduate assistant was used to monitor the chat like a producer would in a radio broadcast. An adapted
flipped classroom model worked best. Students were required to come to each class prepared to ask questions
about topics related to the scheduled focus for the day. Current events, like the Facebook and Google
anti-trust cases, provided a great foundation for illustrating various business concepts. For the spring 2021
semester, GameStop made an equally useful example.

The class format changed regularly so students could stay engaged. Some sessions were for the full
group, others used small or large breakout groups. Some discussion prompts were very structured while
others were open-ended. Constant experimentation and seeking student feedback on what worked and what
did not was useful. This agile approach allowed the focus to be on what is important in a way that resonated
with the students.

Case 9 is a senior member of the faculty in business law who has high experience in higher education.
However, this participant is low in eLearning experience since all of this participant’s experience with online
and blended format was with the assistance of an education technologist (Campbell, 2008 and Sugar, 2005).

A major challenge is how to limit cheating on exams. The size of the classes and the variable time needed
to complete the exams can allow some students to help others. Managing test integrity is a major issue.
Another challenge has been how to engage with the students. In face-to-face classes, names could be
associated with faces facilitated by name tents. Solid rapport could be developed, and this personal
interaction contributed to an enriched learning environment. It was felt that Zoom compromises this
interaction. It is difficult to get students to leave cameras and microphones turned on. Consequently, the
interactivity of the class defaults to a small subset of the students. The students who engage regularly have a
much richer classroom experience.

Another challenge has been individual interactions with students. Although individual Zoom sessions are
regularly offered, few students take advantage of them. Only students who want to review exams want to
make the effort to meet on Zoom and they were mostly MBA students.

One opportunity is how accommodating the online modality is for students’ schedules. They can review
the taped lectures and read the assigned materials at their convenience. Based on how quickly the classes
filled during the spring 2021 registration, the two online sections filled up much earlier than the Zoom
section did.

Another opportunity is the reduced “wear and tear” on faculty both physically and mentally. Multiple
sections of the same class can be recorded once and recorded. Synchronous sessions can be scheduled once a
week with recorded material filling in for the other class meetings. If students miss a class session, they can
easily make it up by viewing the posted recordings.

Case 10 is a senior member of the faculty in finance who has extensive experience in eLearning prior to

the pandemic. This participant is classified as having high experience in higher education and high
experience in eLearning.
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Prior to the forced transition, the participant had been teaching a finance class online, so the changeover
was seamless. By fall, the participant was teaching both fully online sections and blended sections which
incorporated some synchronous content. This participant noted no differences between the performance and
engagement of the students in these two modalities. They used McGraw-Hill Connect with a Smart Book and
this made the mediated instruction highly effective.

The primary challenge or negative aspect is that not all students have adequate equipment to fully engage
in a remote environment which requires more bandwidth than fully online. Additionally, the pace of the class
is slower than in the face-to-face mode, perhaps because it is more difficult to determine how they are
learning the material.

On the positive side, the participant contends that quality does not have to suffer in an online
environment. However, with online and remote learning, requiring assignments and other work on a specific
schedule is essential to keep the students engaged.

3. CONCLUSION

Several themes emerged from these reflections that were similar to those noted by Miiller (2021). The first
and most obvious point is that those who were experienced in eLearning made the transition more readily
than those who lacked the experience. But, as obvious as this observation is, there is an important
implication: now that all the faculty have been forced through the learning curve for eLearning, the trend in
that direction will speed up. Everybody gained valuable experience in eLearning because of the forced
transition.

Student engagement in an eLearning environment is possible but the techniques and methods are different
than in face-to-face modalities. More extroverted faculty, who relied on the force of their outgoing
personalities to engage students, found that method of engagement significantly compromised in an
eLearning environment. More structure and deliberate mechanisms to keep students on track are needed in
online and blended environments. Some examples are structured discussion questions, requiring students to
keep their cameras on, calling on students, requiring students to pose questions, and problem sets.

The faculty who used mediated learning platforms like, McGraw-Hill Connect and Pearson MyLab,
found that these tools were indispensable in moving to online and blended modes of eLearning. Learning
management systems like Moodle, Blackboard, and Canvas are basic infrastructure for eLearning as are
conferencing software like Zoom and Microsoft Teams. But the content-specific platforms from the major
publisher augment the eLearning process in a more structured and automated manner.

Exam security was a major issue, particularly for the more technical disciplines like accounting and
finance. Proctoring systems like Proctorio and Respondus are used widely in the US and Canada (see
Kimmons and Veletsianos, 2021), and their adoption by universities and colleges are necessary for a more
secure move to eLearning modalities like online and blended instruction.

Additionally, students need the requisite technology to fully engage in an eLearning environment.
Students who lack the bandwidth and computing power to take advantage of the multimodal eLearning
environment are placed in a disadvantaged position (Chuang et al, 2003). This issue could differentially
impact some minority and ethnic populations whose access to technology is already limited.

Finally, our entire set of respondents noted the positive flexibility for both students and faculty that the
eLearning environment afforded. There is no disagreement that online and blended education will continue to
increase in higher education. However, many students used this new flexibility to work or pursue other
endeavors that competed for their attention with university classes. The COVID-19 pandemic will
undoubtably accelerate the trend toward more eLearning in higher education. Hopefully, the resources
necessary to take advantage of the positive aspects of eLearning and mitigate the potential negatives will be
allocated to make this transition an improvement rather than merely a change.

This accelerated move to eLearning will make the online educational environment much more crowded
and colleges and universities will have to develop specific strategies and branding to compete in the new
arena. Lower on-campus student populations will present other challenges associated with bonding
obligations, facilities maintenance, and participation in intercollegiate athletics.
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These research findings are important and significant. The most important takeaway is that faculty were
able to adapt and deliver a high-quality educational experience. Prior to the forced transition, many faculty
voiced misgivings concerning the quality of courses delivered online. The data presented here support the
conclusion that online does not necessarily mean lower quality. Online instruction can produce educational
outcomes of equal quality as face-to-face instruction as (see Clouse and Evans, 2003). A second conclusion is
that for most of the difficulties encountered during the transition, faculty were able to adapt, find or invent
new methods, and generally make it work. Thus, the educational process is robust and can withstand external
shocks! Perhaps the most significant and long-lasting conclusion from this research is that virtually all
university faculty have now acquired the skillset necessary for online instruction. The silver lining in the
COVID-19 pandemic for higher education is that, in a very short period, all the faculty members who
participated in our research acquired the skills necessary to teach effective online courses. This will be a
legacy and will inevitably expand the quality and scope of eLearning.
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