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Introduction

In today’s modern, higher-education
setting, you can earn an official,
regionally accredited MBA from a

respectable institution primarily over an
Internet connection with the aid of sophis-
ticated and relatively new educational
technologies. Contrary to what you may
have heard or believe, these online educa-
tional experiences consist of interactive
learning environments that are equal to
or greater than the effectiveness of learn-
ing in a traditional face-to-face MBA
program.

Some of these online MBA programs are
offered completely online, meaning you
are never required to set foot on a campus
to earn your degree, Other online MBA
programs have some face-to-face interac-
tions, requiring short “residencies” on
campus, with the reamining  80 to 90
percent of your degree coursework hosted
online.

If you are a busy, working, adult profes-
sional who can’t fit a traditonal MBA
porgram into your life, then an online
MBA program with or without a residency
requirement can absolutely be a viable
and more time-flexible pathway for you to
seriously consider.

Just like any graduate-degree pursuit
earning an MBA online is no easy task. It
is just as difficult, and often more difficult
than, going the traditional route. Plus,
the degree you earn online will be no
different from a degree earned on campus.

Start investigating the increasing number
of online MBA prgram choices available
today. If you are not familiar with this
relatively new world of online higher
education, you will be surprised by what
awaits you.
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The growth of the Internet and new
education technologies have
brought revolutionary changes to

the way colleges and universities offer
courses and degree programs. It is no
longer uncommon for hard-working
individuals to earn a legitimate, fully
accredited MBA entirely online without
setting foot on campus. Plus, employers
across the globe have come to realize that
job candidates who earned an MBA online
are just as valuable and knowledgeable as
those who earned an MBA in a traditional
face-to-face curriculum.

Online MBA programs consist of
courses in which students and faculty
interact with each other in a variety of
ways over their Internet connections. One
of the earliest U.S.-based institutions to
offer a fully online MBA program was
Regis University, a private Jesuit institu-
tion located in Denver, CO that launched
its online MBA program in the early
1990s. Athabasca University in Alberta,
Canada is another early provider of a
fully online MBA program, launched in
the early 1990s. The school with the
largest number of online MBA students is
the University of Phoenix, another early
provider of online degree programs.
There’s also a good number of highly
recognized public and private institutions
now offering online MBA programs,
including Arizona State University,
Drexel University, Florida State Univer-
sity, Indiana University, Syracuse Univer-
sity, University of Florida, University of
Nebraska-Lincoln, the University of
Massachusetts-Amherst, and many more
reputable higher education institutions
throughout the world.

CHAPTER ONE
A Higher Education Revolution

Online MBA programs vary substan-
tially in their quality, content, and organi-
zational structure. You can find a great
deal of information about any online MBA
program by visiting each institution’s
website. An extensive library of continu-
ously updated links to  these programs
worldwide are located on my website at
www.edpath.com/onlinemba.htm. I
can honestly say that this is the most
extensive collection of live direct links to
online MBA programs you will find any-
where. However, you’ll need to do a lot
more than only Internet-based research
before you make any kind of sound enroll-
ment decision.

The purpose of this eBook is to help
you make the right decision that works
best for you. This first chapter is only the
beginning. If you haven’t looked at the
Table of Contents yet, now is a good time
to check it out to at least get a sense of
what you need to start considering.

The majority of students enrolled in
online MBA programs are busy working
professionals, ranging in age from their
late 20s to late 40s. Online learning has
become an increasingly popular way for
them to earn an MBA credential primarily
because of the flexibility these programs
offer. People who travel frequently on
their jobs or have both work and personal
responsibilities that severely limit their
ability to physically attend classes are
now going online. Additionally, employers
see the benefits of this type of learning as
web-based training and professional
development programs increasingly move
into the corporate mainstream.

Everything You Need To Know About Earning An MBA Online 1



2 Everything You Need To Know About Earning An MBA Online

Pluses and Minuses
There are advantages and disadvan-

tages to learning online. Students who
require live, face-to-face, social interac-
tion in an educational setting aren’t cut
out for online learning. Students who
enjoy communicating online, are self-
directed, disciplined, highly organized,
and don’t need to physically see and
communicate with instructors or col-
leagues are typically ideal online learners.

Online Learning Advantages:
The primary advantage of online

learning is that it offers the flexibility of
managing your course responsibilities at
times that are the most convenient for
you. Other advantages include:
• You don’t have to drive to a campus

and waste time trying to find parking.
• You won’t sit in an uncomfortable

space for an hour and a half at night,
after a hard day’s work, listening to a
lecture that you may not be receptive
to.

• You will listen to and view lectures
(depending on the educational technol-
ogy being used) and access course
materials and assignments at your
own pace (within the constraints of
the class schedule) from any Internet-
connected computer.

• If you are having difficulty with
understanding a concept or theory, you
can always listen to and view online
learning presentations and materials
repeatedly until you do understand.

• You will have more time to better
formulate significant ideas and con-
cepts in online discussions, as opposed
to spontaneously responding to live
classroom discussions. Since all your
classmates and faculty are doing the
same thing online, these online discus-
sions tend to be richer and more
meaningful. Plus, students who tend

to be shy in the live classroom are
more likely to open up and add knowl-
edge and insights to online discus-
sions.

Online Learning Disadvantages:
Of course, online learning has its

drawbacks. I would not, for instance,
recommend online learning for younger,
non-working professional students who
have the time to commute to a campus for
a full-time MBA program. Some of the
disadvantages of online learning include:
• The exciting and positive aspects of

learning through face-to-face interac-
tion between students and faculty do
not exist. However, some schools have
brief residency requirements where
this type of interaction does take place
(see later in this chapter and inside
Chapter 3).

• You won’t visit the Student Union
restaurant for a quick sandwich, or
people watch at the campus quad, or
walk to the rathskeller for a cool one.

• You will experience frustrating com-
puter software and Internet-access
snafus on occasion.

• Your instructor or the institution itself
may not be able to respond to your
questions and concerns in a timely
fashion.

• If you are required to work with a
project team or group, which is very
common in online MBA programs, you
may not get along with your cohorts,
or you may find yourself doing a
disproportionate amount of work.

Misinformed Perceptions
About an Online Degree

Many people think that online degree
programs are somehow lighter in aca-
demic rigor and degree stature than
traditional, face-to-face programs. The
truth is, however, online degree programs



are no different in rigor and stature than
traditional face-to-face degree programs.
That important sheepskin given out at
graduation does not stipulate whether or
not a degree was earned online or on
campus.

Taking courses online is in no way
easier or less time consuming than at-
tending live, face-to-face classes. You still
have to read the textbook and other
course materials, take the obligatory
tests, turn in homework assignments on
time, write reports and research papers,
participate in discussions, and possibly do
a lot more work than you would in a
traditional classroom environment, de-
pending on the course you are enrolled in.

Additionally, earning a degree online
does not cost any less than earning a
degree on campus.

Finally, you may hear people claim
that online programs are not worth the
effort because they lack some of the most
important aspects of traditional face-to-
face programs, such as the opportunities
for networking and the importance of
interaction with colleagues. To put it
quite simply, these types of claims are not
true. You’ll see throughout this eBook
direct quotes from educators and students
about how online learning fosters excel-
lent networking opportunities and mean-
ingful peer-to-peer interactions.

“Online education is growing; the
technology is getting better; students are
attuned to it; and it offers a whole lot of
convenience and aspects that allow the
extension of an educational experience to
students who otherwise cannot attend a
campus environment,” said Jerry
Trapnell, chief accreditation officer,
Association to Advance Collegiate Schools
of Business (AACSB).  “We are very
pleased to have adopted standards that
we think are adaptable to the delivery of
education at a distance.”

The Advertising and Marketing of
Online MBA Programs

You may have seen some of the ads for
online degree programs on television, or
in direct mailers sent to your attention, or
while surfing the Web. These ads don’t
scratch the surface of what online learn-
ing is really all about.

If you are surfing the Web, keying in
phrases such as “online MBAs,” “distance
learning,” etc., through any of the popular
search engines, such as Google, MSN and/
or Yahoo, carefully scrutinize your search
results. Many Internet directories of
online MBA programs that show up in
search-engine results only list a very
small portion of what’s really available.

Many of the most prominent and
highly respected providers of online MBA
programs don’t advertise broadly and are
selective about whom they accept into
their programs. Other programs generate
relatively large promotional campaigns
and have what can be considered less
stringent admission requirements and
acceptance policies.

As more institutions move to provid-
ing online MBA programs in an effort to
better serve busy, working-adult profes-
sionals, the marketplace becomes busier
and the level of noise and unreliable
information increases. This eBook will
help you cut through the noise.

Is It Really Online or On-Campus?
Now, to make life confusing (nothing

is simple in our Digital Age), many so-
called online MBA programs are not fully
online. Some have short residency re-
quirements that can vary in length from
one weekend to one week or more each
semester or quarter. Other programs may
require only one brief orientation resi-
dency at the beginning of the first semes-
ter or quarter.

Everything You Need To Know About Earning An MBA Online 3



4 Everything You Need To Know About Earning An MBA Online

Moreover, as you review what kind of
online MBA program options are avail-
able, you may run into higher education
institutions that you might misinterpret
as being online programs, but, upon closer
inspection, are not online programs at all.

These are institutions that offer MBA
programs in a distance education format,
which can often mean that courses are
held off-campus in satellite offices, usu-
ally at more agreeable times of the day or
week, such as weekends or evenings, and
are thus geared for working professionals.

Other MBA programs that you will see
referred to as “online” are really offered in
what’s called a blended or hybrid learning
format. This means that completion of the
program requires a substantial commit-
ment to attending physical classes, but
not as many physical classes as a tradi-
tional face-to-face curriculum. Many
Executive MBA programs, for instance,
are moving in this direction by having
students switch every other weekend
from live courses on campus to courses
online in order to lessen the amount of
time that students are required to physi-
cally attend classes.

Blended/hybrid MBA programs are
not covered in this eBook. However, MBA
programs that do have relatively short
residency requirements are covered in
this eBook.

Graduate Degrees in
Business-Related Fields

In addition to online MBA programs
growing in numbers, online graduate
degrees, without the MBA designation, in
other business-related fields, are increas-
ing in numbers. At the Keller Graduate
School of Management at DeVry Univer-
sity, for instance, online master ’s degrees
are offered in accounting and financial
management, human resource manage-
ment, information systems management,

network and communications manage-
ment, project management, and public
administration. At the University of
Maryland University College (UMUC),
which is the largest state-university
provider of online degree programs, online
master of science degrees are offered in
accounting and financial management,
accounting and information technology,
computer systems management, e-com-
merce, environmental management,
health care administration, and informa-
tion technology management.

How Long Will it Take?
The amount of time required to earn

your MBA online can vary greatly. Online
MBA programs are always slotted into the
part-time graduate-level program cat-
egory because they are geared toward
busy professionals who don’t have time to
pursue a graduate degree on a full-time
basis. This does not mean that you cannot
carry a full load of graduate credits online
and earn your MBA as quickly as pos-
sible. However, an academic advisor from
any school that is noted for having a
challenging curriculum will advise pro-
spective students to take the part-time
route.

Depending on the institution, program
type, and your educational stamina and
stick-to-it-ness, you are looking at any-
where from one year (for what could be
considered a highly unique accelerated
program that takes into consideration
your educational background) to two or
three years, or more, to complete an
online MBA program.

How Much Will It Cost?
What it costs to earn an MBA online

varies greatly, and the wording about
tuition costs can get confusing. At the
University of Nebraska Lincoln (UNL),
the tuition rate listed in 2008 was $1,080



per three-semester-hour course, and the
entire MBA curriculum requires a mini-
mum of 16 three-semester-hour courses,
for a total of about $17,280.  At the Uni-
versity of Colorado at Colorado Springs
(UCCS), the 2008 tuition was $2,055 for a
three-credit-hour course, and you will
need to take a total of 36-51 credit hours
of courses, depending on your academic
background, which equals anywhere from
$24,660 to $34,935. In addition, other
costs can come into play, such as technol-
ogy fees, the cost of books and supplemen-
tal materials, and the necessary software
and hardware you will need to purchase.

Both the UNL and UCCS programs do
not have any residency requirements that
would incur additional travel and room
and board expenses. Both programs can
also be considered bargains when you
compare them to the tuition rates at some
of the other institutions offering online
MBAs. The cost in 2008 for the entire
online MBA program provided by the
Penn State University World Campus was
$49,000, which covers all tuition, books,
and other course materials, fees, and
room and board during two one-week
residency experiences. Transportation to
the two required residency experiences us
not included.

The University of Florida’s online
MBA program runs about $41,000 for
total program fees, which does not include
expenses for seven weekend residency
requirements. Students are required to
meet in Gainesville during each of seven
terms to take finals and participate in
case presentations. Travel and lodging
expenses for these seven campus visits
must also be factored into the total cost.

How Classes Work
Lots of different media and software

can come into play inside any so-called
online learning degree program, making

them, strictly speaking from a technical
point of view, not completely online. These
include CD-ROM and DVD-based lectures
with simulations, satellite and television
broadcasts, video taped programming,
and printed textbooks (yes, you will still
be required to read textbooks). For the
fully online side of things, however, you
can expect to have a special account with
your institution that provides you with
username and password access to an
online library, to an e-mail account, and to
what’s called a course management
system (CMS) that faculty and students
use to organize their online course work
and the interactions that occur inside
them.

A course management system is
software that provides most of the tools
and interface to present an online course
on both the student’s and faculty
member’s computer. It is the shell that
holds all of an online course’s functions,
including the course syllabus, discussion
board, live chat room, reading materials,
lectures, assignments, a grade book,
electronic file exchange functions, and
access to outside resources such as the
campus library.

A Variety of Teaching and
Learning Approaches

Of course, every institution uses a
variety of education technologies in its
own unique way. For example, there are
many different course management
systems, some created and provided by
commercial vendors, and others, known
as home-grown systems, that are created
and provided by the host institution. Each
have unique features and functions that
students and faculty are required to
master.

Instructional approaches are different
at each institution. Lectures, assign-
ments, projects, and discussions may

Everything You Need To Know About Earning An MBA Online 5



6 Everything You Need To Know About Earning An MBA Online

require a variety of student-to-student
and student-to-faculty communications
and collaborations, as well as a good
number of independent-study, self-di-
rected accomplishments. From a general
point of view, the successful online stu-
dent is active, creative, dependable,
highly organized and a skilled communi-
cator with the written word.

The Savvy Student
If you decide that earning an MBA

online will be your educational pathway
of choice, you’ll need a certain skill set to
get through the journey. Beyond having
the obvious computer and Internet con-
nection, and the typical academic and
software skills, you’ll need to understand
the following:
• How to download and install software.
• How to conduct solid research online.
• Depending on the nature of the pro-

gram, how to effectively communicate
both asynchronously, primarily
through discussion forums and e-mail,
and synchronously, primarily through
live chats and teleconferencing.

• How to attach, send, archive and read
electronic files.

• How to write clearly and intelligently,
because everything you do in an online
learning environment will be driven
mainly by you typing on a keyboard,
getting your thoughts, concerns, and
knowledge clearly understood by your
instructors, fellow students and the
program administrators who support
you.

Before You Take This Journey
Your search for the right online MBA

program entails a close examination of a
number of key ingredients. Here’s a short
list of details you’ll need to sort through
before making any kind of decision:

• Total cost of program
• Program length and start and end

dates
• Admission requirements
• What kind of institution is it? Does it

have a good reputation? Is it accred-
ited? What are the students like?
What kind of credentials do the fac-
ulty have?

• What kind of online MBA curriculums
are offered? How are courses taught?
What kind of online student support
services does the institution have?
Many of the finer details of this short

list, and much more, are explained
throughout this eBook.

Where Do You Want to
Take Your Career?

Of course, embarking on any educa-
tional endeavor  entails a thorough under-
standing of your goals and aspirations. If
you are seeking a career with a large,
well-known, multi-national global invest-
ment banking firm, then an online MBA
program from a nationally recognized
school, such as Arizona Sate University,
Syracuse University, or Indiana Univer-
sity, is something you might want to
strongly consider. However, if you are
seeking career advancement at your
current job as a marketing director or
product manager at a manufacturing
plant in your home town,  you might want
to enroll in an online MBA program that
is closer to home and not nearly as expen-
sive. The education you will get from a
smaller school that has a local reputation,
as opposed to a national or international
reputation, may be just as rigorous as any
program out there. So, the odds are pretty
good that the knowledge you will have
gained from a school recognized in your
local area will hold up quite well in most
career advancement pursuits.



A Credential or Knowledge?
Ddo you need an MBA for the creden-

tial itself, which, in some cases can indeed
get you that promotion, or do you want an
MBA to move up the ladder of success
through the knowledge you have gained
and are  capable of applying to your
business life?

If you are a seeker of knowledge, then
find an online MBA program that empha-
sizes learning over a lifetime, whereby
you are taught business management
foundational skills that can adapt to
today’s fluctuating  business climate.

CHAPTER TWO
Finding Information Online

If you are looking “only” for the MBA
designation to add to your resume, enroll
in the shortest, least-expensive, easiest-
to-apply-to-and-get-accepted program you
can find.

 Choosing the right online MBA  is
relative to where you want to take your
career (and your intellect), plus how much
money and time you are willing to invest.
In the following chapters I show you how
to find the online MBA program that is
right for you, how to get accepted, how to
pay for it, and how to succeed during your
educational experience and after you
graduate.

Let the search begin! Finding the
right online MBA program that fits
in with your academic, career and

lifestyle plans requires a good deal of
homework. The first pass of information
that you can sift through is found on the
web, which, at its worst, can be deceiving
and sometimes inaccurate due to its
heavy advertisement-laden nature. How-
ever, at its best, and even at mediocre
levels of accuracy, the information you’ll
find on the web will be a valuable jump-
ing board for you to dig out more informa-
tion about online MBA programs through
e-mail and telephone inquiries, which I
highly recommend, or through live cam-
pus visits with program administrators
and faculty.

You can begin searching online by
combing through all the links I provide on
my website at www.edpath.com/
onlinemba.htm and saving and labeling
all the URLs of the schools that might
interest you into your web browser ’s
favorite folders labeled and categorized

according to your personal preferences,
such as location, tuition levels, admission
levels, etc. You can also visit higher
education web portals that provide visi-
tors with plenty of general information
about getting an MBA that could prove
helpful during this decision-making phase
of your educational pathway.

Higher education web portals are
relatively large websites that offer a
comprehensive gateway to a wide variety
of information related to higher educa-
tion. These web portals typically have
links to other education-related websites,
access to online communities with discus-
sion forums and possibly live chat rooms,
specialized content about specific topics of
interest, a search engine and directory
function for finding degree programs, and
a variety of online shopping services.

My favorite higher education web
portals for finding information about
online MBA programs, are BusinessWeek
Online and USNews.com.
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BusinessWeek Online
Located at www.businessweek.com/

bschools/ and from the publishers of the
popular magazine, this website has a B
Schools section that is loaded with de-
tailed information, mostly in relation to
traditional on-campus MBA programs.
However, much of this information,
especially the career advice, admissions
and financial aid strategies sections, can
be applied to online programs.

USNews.com
USNews.com has a portal devoted to

online education at www.usnews.com/
sections/education/e-learning/. Over-
all, this USNews.com section has some
great content, including articles about
how online learning works, a glossary of
E-Learning terms, and a forum on the
topic of E-Learning where you can start a
discussion about online MBA programs.

Other Distinctive Websites
Below is a list of some other websites

that have listings and a wide variety of
information about earning a degree
online. Some have their fair share of
advertising, which can be annoying.
However, beyond all the flashy advertis-
ing lies a good deal of useful information.
• The Financial Times, Wall Street

Journal and Forbes - In addition to
the aforementioned BusinessWeek
Online and USNews.com, you might
want to browse through the education
and career sections of the Financial
Times at FT.com, The Wall Street
Journal at WSJ.com, and Forbes at
Forbes.com.

• Thomson Peterson’s Distance Learn-
ing Channel - Located at
www.petersons.com/distancelearning/,
this site is hosted by Peterson’s, a
company long noted for its core prod-
ucts related to college search and

selection, test preparation, and finan-
cial aid services.

• Worldwidelearn.com - This site comes
up in search engine results frequently
because it has been around for a long
time. It has a pretty decent section
about online MBA programs.

• eLearners.com - Another good site
with plenty of information about
online MBA programs and online
teaching and learning in general. The
site also features an online assess-
ment, called “eLearner Advisor,” that
helps students determine their readi-
ness for an online degree program.
There are numerous websites with

MBA-related information, many of which
you may want to stay away from, as they
display and promote only a small list of
online MBA programs that pay to adver-
tise on their cyber pages. Also, as you are
surfing around all these websites, you can
experience a bit of information overload,
so you may want to limit your page views
to only one to three websites that pique
your interest.

Virtual vs. Real
As in life, first impressions can fool

you, and it’s important to remember this
adage when surfing around the web.
While I am a very strong advocate for
finding valuable information online, I
know from experience as a veteran web
surfer since the early 90s – when I had a
Prodigy account and a very slow dial-up
connection with a noisy modem – that
slick, impressionable websites are all over
the virtual world.

Any web designer worth his or her salt
can make a website shine, and any tal-
ented promotional writer can generate
content on a website that will make an
online MBA program seem like a guaran-
teed ticket to a six-figure salary, promo-
tion to the highest level of business man-



agement, and/or quick ladder to self-
employed success.

My point is that what’s presented
virtually when compared to what’s real
can often be two different things. There
are colleges and universities whose
websites do not accurately represent their
online MBA programs or purposely pro-
vide you with only a limited amount of
information. As you surf around, you will
be surprised at the different look and
navigational feel of all these websites. An
academically sound school might have a
poor website simply because their short
on talented web-development staff. A
school that could be considered less
academically sound might have a truly
wonderful, professional website because
they have a top-notch web-development
staff.

The Advertising and Marketing Game
Like many things in our profit-at-all-

costs world, discovering the truth behind
all the advertising can be difficult. The
marketing methods utilized today over
the web and through e-mail communica-
tions do not depict the real picture of
online education.

For example, I get numerous unsolic-
ited e-mails erroneously stating that I can
earn a master’s degree or even a doctorate
without taking any courses or studying.
Or, as I mentioned earlier, a web search
for “online MBAs,” will frequently bring
up results that are not, overall, an accu-
rate representation of what’s really avail-
able.

On Filling Out Forms
The business model for many websites

that promote online education, as well as
the search engines that lead web surfers
to them, revolves around a variety of
marketing programs that institutions can
buy into. One is called cost-per-lead.
Another is called pay-per-click.

Here the name of the game is to get
prospective students, such as yourself, to
fill out and submit an online form that
lets an institution know that you are
seeking more information about its online
degree program. Incidentally, the institu-
tions pay for these completed forms.

Pay-per-click (PPC) marketing is
where an advertiser pays a predeter-
mined amount of money to a web pub-
lisher for every time a visitor clicks on an
advertisement or link that is listed on a
hosting web site. Pay-per-lead (PPL)
marketing is where an advertiser pays a
web publisher to help generate informa-
tion about as many prospective customers
as possible, typically through an online
form that the prospective customers fill
out and submits online.

The entire process typically begins
and ends something like this:
1. You go to Google or Yahoo, or MSN, or

any one of the many popular search
engine websites and enter something
like “Where Can I Find an Online
MBA Program” into the search box.

2. The search results come up, including
“sponsored sites” listed prominently at
the top and right side of the web page.
You click on one of the sponsored
links, taking you to a higher education
web portal that lists about a dozen
online MBA programs that have
signed an advertising contract with
the web portal.

3. These listings are flagged with “re-
quest more information” buttons that
take you to an online form. You fill out
the online form and a day later a
school representative (with strong
sales and public relations skills) is
contacting you by telephone and/or e-
mail.
Depending on the institution you are

interested in, and the person who gets
assigned to contact you, this process will
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most certainly get you the detailed infor-
mation and advice you’ll need to apply -
i.e what forms you’ll need to fill out, how
to apply for financial aid, etc. - but it may
not get you the finer information you’ll
need to make a decision, i.e. what the
faculty and students in the program are
really like and detailed information about
course content.

While filling out such online forms can
be a quick and easy way to get informa-
tion, you might want to skip this step and
begin your search by visiting the actual
websites of the institutions you are inter-

ested in and carefully reading through the
information provided online. Then, if any
particular program piques your interest,
call the school’s admission’s office and ask
to speak with an academic advisor. Before
you do this, however, I strongly suggest
that you read Chapters One through
Thirteen of this eBook, because, com-
bined, these chapters have all the infor-
mation you’ll need to ultimately make an
educated decision that is absolutely right
for you, as well as what kind of questions
you should ask when contacting progams.

CHAPTER THREE
Types of Programs

Now that you have an idea of what
to expect and what to look out for
online as you navigate through

the maze of websites related to MBA
programs, it’s time to discuss, in a little
more detail, all the various types and
categories of programs available to you in
the online learning mode. You’ll find,
perhaps, that there are more options than
you may have initially imagined.

Options, Options, Options
Before you take this plunge, you

should understand what kind of online
graduate-level business degree programs
are out there. Some have relatively brief
mandatory on-campus visits, and others
do not. There are general MBA programs
and specialized programs. There are
customized programs, independent-study
programs, dual degree programs, consor-
tium programs, corporate programs,
online certificate programs, online pro-
grams available from schools outside the

U.S., and programs for military person-
nel. Moreover, credit-hour requirements,
and the length of courses and academic
calendars are different from school to
school.

Programs with Residential
Requirements

As I mentioned in Chapter One, many
online MBA programs have short
residenecy requirments that  require you
to visit their campus once or multiple
times over the duration of a program’s
complete curriculum. For business people
who travel frequently, these types of
programs may not fit in with their al-
ready busy travel schedules.

Residency requirements and what
they cover once you are physically on the
campus are different from school to
school. For many students these residen-
cies are welcome escapes from their daily
grinds (although you’ll have group-work
and study- intensive exercises to deal



with) and ideal for establishing friend-
ships and networking opportunities with
colleagues. Following are brief descrip-
tions of what residencies are like at three
institutions that offer online MBA pro-
grams, Arizona State University, Regis
University and Syracuse University.

Arizona State University’s (ASU)
residency requirement begins with a four-
day, on-campus orientation at ASU’s
Tempe campus. The following year, most
students choose to participate in an
optional two-day, second-year orientation.

Former Faculty Director of ASU’s
Online MBA Program M. Johnny
Rungtusanatham explained that the
primary objectives of the mandatory
residency are to have students get to
know each other, the faculty and the
courses they will take. The residency
exposes students to the education technol-
ogy that will be used throughout the
curriculum and the support staff that will
help them throughout the program.
Hands-on educational activities are
included, and students engage in group-
decision-making processes and creative
team exercises and challenges, such as a
team case competition, where students
are given a business case, and, within a
12-hour period of time, are required to
give a case analysis presentation that is
judged by their peers. The team projects
obviously help students become ac-
quainted with each other as well as foster
the development of networking channels.
“When they are here, we tell them this is
not a vacation,” said Rungtusanatham.
“Don’t think about bringing your family.
While you are here, forget about work. We
are going to pretty much control you from
8 a.m. until 9 or 10 p.m.”

ASU has a very creative video stream
with compelling music, located at
http://wpcarey.asu.edu/mba/online/
curriculum_orientations.cfm, that

shows what their orientation week is all
about.

Some residencies are optional, such as
those offered by Regis University called
“summer intensives.” Held in mid July,
the 5-day summer intensives give online
students a chance to take an accelerated
course that includes seminars and presen-
tations. Students have the option of
staying in dorm rooms on the Regis
campus in Denver, Colorado, or at local
hotels, and are responsible for arranging
their own transportation to Denver and
their classes.

Residencies at Syracuse University’s
(SU) iMBA program are not optional and
are relatively frequent when compared to
most online MBA programs that have
residency requirements. The program
runs on a trimester academic calendar
with each trimester (January, May, and
August) starting with a five-day residency
on the SU campus that begins on a Satur-
day and concludes on a Thursday. Stu-
dents attend two classes - usually one
quantitative class and one qualitative
class - taught by the same faculty who
teach in the full-time face-to-face MBA
program at SU. The format of classes is
similar to a traditional program, except
with more intense class time and concen-
trated material. Outside of class hours
students spend time reading, working on
assignments, and getting to know class-
mates and faculty. SU also holds optional
residencies in locations such as New York
City, London, England, and Florence,
Italy. However, all new students must
begin with a residency in Syracuse, NY.

To conclude my spiel on residencies,
my last piece of advice is that you make
yourself fully aware of all the costs that
may be associated with residency require-
ments, such as hotel accommodations,
airfare, rental car (if needed), and any
textbooks that may be required for
classes.
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General and Specialized Programs
From an historical perspective, gen-

eral MBA programs were created to help
students that did not have strong busi-
ness backgrounds to get up to speed in
basic business theory and effective busi-
ness practices. “If you need general busi-
ness preparation and don’t have a broad
business background, you should enroll in
a general MBA program because you will
be surprised by what you don’t know,”
explained Regis University MBA Profes-
sor Ed Cooper. “You can’t do an emphasis
in a business subject area without cutting
corners off the general content, which can
be critical in terms of the expectations of
a company hiring an MBA.”

Nonetheless, some pre-MBA students
have accumulated general MBA-oriented
knowledge through the business-related
courses they took as undergraduates.
Plus, many prospective MBA students
have gained practical business experience
working a variety of jobs while they
attended school or after they graduated.
Others are entrepreneurs who have
gained valuable business experience by
starting up successful businesses them-
selves. This has brought about a change
in MBA program offerings over the last
few decades.

While the general MBA program itself
is still alive and well, there has been
tremendous growth in specialized MBA
programs that are geared toward stu-
dents who already have the basic busi-
ness preparation skills but need to ac-
quire more expertise in a particular area
of study.

At the University of Phoenix, for
example, which is the largest provider of
online MBA programs in the United
States, students can enroll in a general
MBA program, as well as an MBA with a
concentration in accounting, e-business,

global management, health care manage-
ment, human resource management,
marketing, or technology management.
These types of programs are ideal for
students who are seeking highly special-
ized skills.

It’s a good idea to determine if the
school has a solid academic reputation in
any particular concentration area it might
be offering online. For example, at Florida
State University (FSU), students can
enroll in an online MBA program with a
specialization in Hospitality Administra-
tion or Real Estate Finance and Analysis.
Not surprisingly, these are two areas of
study in which FSU has built a decent
reputation, especially since Florida has a
large tourism industry and  steady popu-
lation growth.

Another good example of a specialty
online MBA program can be found at the
School of Management at the University
of Texas at Dallas, which offers a Global
Leadership Executive MBA  program
(GLEMBA) that is accredited by the
Association to Advance Collegiate Schools
of Business (AACSB). (See the next
chapter for more information about ac-
creditation.) The GLEMBA program is not
fully online, requiring five weekend
classroom sessions.

Customized Programs
Can you customize an online MBA

program so that you take only those
classes you are interested in as opposed to
the typical set schedule of core required
courses that the institution says you must
take in order to graduate? The answer is
yes and no. A perfect example, and one of
the very few examples, of where this kind
of scenario might come in to play is the
Certified Public Accountant who wants to
earn a general MBA. A CPA might find
the typical financial accounting courses
that are part and parcel of the core re-



quirements of most general MBA pro-
grams to be a waste of precious time. In
this case, the accounting course will more
than likely be waived, allowing the CPA
to replace it with an elective course.

Electives allow students to customize
their online MBA course of study above
meeting the required core courses of any
curriculum. While most online MBA
programs offer a wide range of electives,
other programs don’t allow students to
take any electives whatsoever and have a
set schedule of classes that must be taken
in a particular sequence. More informa-
tion about MBA curriculums and electives
is covered in Chapter 8.

An Independent Self-Study Program
Independent self-study is another

online MBA format, but one that is not
widely available. Northcentral University
in Prescott, Arizona and Western Gover-
nors University based in Salt Lake City,
Utah offer MBA programs in this format.
Here students do not take courses with
other students. Each enrolled student is
essentially a class of one. The base mate-
rials for independent self-study courses
are typically a textbook, a variety of
online materials and resources, a study
guide and a final exam. Students are
assigned mentors who support adult
learners through one-on-one interactions.
Contact between the learner and the
mentor can be achieved through tele-
phone, fax, e-mail, snail mail, and, on
occasion, person to person contact.

Dual Degrees
Another highly unique curriculum in

an online learning format is the MBA
dual degree. The University of Maryland
University College (UMUC), which is the
largest public state university in the
country to offer online degree programs,
offers dual degrees that award an MBA in

combination with a Master of Distance
Education, Master of International Man-
agement, Master of Science in Biotechnol-
ogy, Master of Science in Environmental
Management, Master of Science in Finan-
cial Management and Information Sys-
tems, Master of Science in Health Care
Administration, Master of Science in
Information Technology, Master of Science
in Management and a Master of Science
in Technology Management.

Basically, a dual degree enables stu-
dents to extend the breadth and depth of
their studies based upon the shared
curricula of two programs. Dual degree
students earn two degrees for substan-
tially fewer credits than if each program
were completed separately. For example,
UMUC students who first complete all
degree requirements for the MBA degree
may then go on to earn a second degree by
taking an additional 18 credits from one
of the other available curriculums.

Consortium Programs
There are also a number of state

higher education systems that offer online
MBA programs by pooling together the
resources of a group of schools within
their state network. Systems that fit into
this category include the University of
Wisconsin Internet Business Consortium
MBA Program, the University of Texas
System Telecampus, and the Georgia
WebMBA Program. Following are brief
descriptions of each:

The University of Wisconsin (UW)
Internet Business Consortium MBA
Program was built with the help of the
University of Wisconsin Learning Innova-
tions support group, which is the arm of
the UW system that provides instruc-
tional design and development services to
all 26 UW campuses. The MBA program
courses were created by drawing on the
combined expertise of business school
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faculty from the University of Wisconsin-
Eau Claire, University of Wisconsin-
Oshkosh, University of Wisconsin-La
Crosse, and the University of Wisconsin-
Parkside. UW-Eau Claire is responsible
for reviewing graduate application files,
so prospective students use a UW-Eau
Claire graduate program admission
application and send supporting docu-
mentation to UW-Eau Claire. Students
who successfully complete the program
receive their degrees from the University
of Wisconsin-Eau Claire.

The UT TeleCampus is the central
support system for online education
initiatives among the 14 universities and
research facilities that comprise the
University of Texas (UT) system. Eight
participating institutions that offer tradi-
tional MBA programs - UT Arlington, UT
Brownsville, UT Dallas, UT El Paso, UT
Pan American, UT San Antonio, and UT
Tyler - pooled their resources and exper-
tise to create the UT Telecampus fully
online MBA program. Students must
apply to and be accepted by one of the
participating MBA programs, which
becomes the home, degree-granting
university. Criteria and deadlines for
admission vary slightly from one univer-
sity to another but are the same as the
traditional residence programs. Students
must take at least two courses from their
home university. All courses taken from
participating universities in the online
MBA program can be transferred to the
student’s home university to fulfill degree
requirements.

Five University System of Georgia
institutions  – Georgia College & State
University, Georgia Southern University,
Kennesaw State University, State Univer-
sity of West Georgia, Valdosta State
University  – provide fully online courses
that comprise the Georgia WebMBA
program, which consists of 10 required

courses. Each school of the five institu-
tions admits students according to its own
admission standards. Before starting
their online courses, students must suc-
cessfully complete a two-day orientation,
held at the Kennesaw State University
campus.

Corporate Programs
Some business schools have special

customized online MBA programs that
are provided to employees of specific
companies. For example, Indiana
University’s Kelly Direct online MBA
programs are divided into two categories:
public and corporate. Its public online
MBA is for anybody who can gain accep-
tance into the program, which is competi-
tive. Its corporate programs are based on
employers or affiliates that have made
arrangements with the Indiana Univer-
sity Kelley School of Business to offer
unique degree programs to their employ-
ees or contacts. Kelley Direct has  had
corporate students enrolled through
General Motors, John Deere, Microsoft,
United Technologies, and other compa-
nies.

Online Certificate Programs
For those who don’t want to commit to

a complete degree, there are graduate-
level certificate programs in the field of
business that are offered in an online
learning format. A graduate-level certifi-
cate program is a non-degree-granting
curriculum of graduate courses. Upon
successful completion, students are
awarded a certificate. The number of
courses in any certificate program varies
by institution. Most award credit that can
be applied toward earning a master ’s
degree. For example, Capella University’s
School of Business offers concentrated 16-
credit graduate-level programs of study,
comprised of four 4-credit online courses,



in the fields of diversity studies, manage-
ment of nonprofit agencies, and leader-
ship.

Certificate learners who wish to
pursue a master’s or doctoral degree at
Capella University may apply all credit
earned from completing a certificate
toward a degree once admitted to the
graduate program.

Another institution that offers busi-
ness-related graduate-level online certifi-
cate programs is Strayer University,
which provides executive certificates in
business administration,  professional
accounting, or information systems. The
recipient of any executive graduate cer-
tificate, which consists of six courses
totaling 27 credits (4.5 credits each), may
apply all credits earned toward an MBA
with the same emphasis.

Credit Hours, Semesters
and Quarters

The number of credit hours required
to complete an MBA, as well as the length
of courses, semesters, and/or quarters,
varies greatly from one institution to
another, so much so that it can get very
confusing at times. “There is a lot of
variability concerning what is required to
earn an MBA, says Jerry Trapnell,
AASCB chief accreditation officer. “I
would dare say most - if you are using a
credit hour model - require a minimum
study period of 30 credit hours, which is
something like 10 classes.”

In short, there is a wide variety of
credits required, course lengths, and
academic calendars you can choose from
when searching for an online MBA pro-
gram. Overall, it can be very difficult to
decipher when exactly courses are offered
and how an entire curriculum is actually
sequenced for any given program, espe-
cially if you are only relying on informa-
tion you see on websites.  Your best bet for

finding specific information about such
important time-related and scheduling
issues is to get on the phone and call the
institution you are investigating and ask
a lot of questions.

Before you make that call, however,
please note that this eBook covers a great
deal more concerning what you will need
to know in order to choose an online MBA
program and ultimately succeed as an
online learner.

Also, please keep in mind that when
calling institutions about their online
MBA programs, the first person you
might have to communicate with will be a
customer-service representative who
might not have all the answers to your
questions. If you want to quickly get to
the finer details about a program than
what a customer service rep would typi-
cally offer, cut right to the chase and ask
to speak with an academic advisor.

“One of the hardest parts about choos-
ing a program is that a lot of what you
need to know is not public,” said Paula
O’Callaghan, former director, Indepen-
dent Study MBA Program, Syracuse
University. “You won’t know until you get
there. I have great sympathy for the
prospective student. It is difficult to
transfer or move around once you are
enrolled in a program, which makes their
choice that much more critical.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
Accreditation

There’s a good deal more that you
should consider when searching for
and choosing an online MBA

program. In addition to knowing what the
curriculum is like, which is covered in
Chapter 8, and who the faculty and
students are, which is covered in Chapter
6, you need to be aware of an institution’s
accreditation status.

To Be or Not to Be Accredited
There’s a lot of literature available

online about higher education accredita-
tion standards. Accreditation is a process
in which educational institutions are
recognized as viable places to learn.
Standards are established by various
accrediting agencies that are comprised of
educational experts. If an institution
meets the standards set down by the
agency, which is accomplished through a
peer-review process, it is acknowledged
with accreditation status. To cut right to
the chase, I’ll simply say that regional
accreditation is the most important. You’ll
also want to understand what it means to
be nationally accredited and profession-
ally accredited.

Regional Accreditation
Regional accreditation means that an

institution has been accredited by an
agency that is recognized by the U.S.
Department of Education and the Council
for Higher Education Accreditation.
Credits earned at regionally accredited
institutions can usually be transferred
from one regionally accredited college or
university to another. Transfer of credit is
more common for undergraduate pro-
grams. Graduate programs typically limit

transfer credit to 25 percent or less of the
total credit needed to attain the degree.
Regionally accredited institutions, which
are the majority in the United States,
usually will not accept credits earned
from non-regionally accredited institu-
tions.

In short, make sure that the institu-
tion offering an online MBA program is
accredited by one of the following six
regional accreditation agencies:
• MSA: Middle States Association of

Colleges and Schools Commission on
Higher Education

• NASC: Northwest Association of
Schools, Colleges and Universities
Commission on Colleges and Universi-
ties

•  NCA: North Central Association of
Schools and Colleges, The Higher
Learning Commission

• NEASC: New England Association of
Schools and Colleges Commission on
Institutions of Higher Education

• SACS: Southern Association of Col-
leges and Schools Commission on
Colleges

• WASC: Western Association of Schools
and Colleges Accrediting Commission
for Senior Colleges and Universities

National Accreditation by DETC
Another notable accrediting agency is

the Distance Education Training Council
(DETC), which is recognized by the De-
partment of Education and the Council
for Higher Education Accreditation as a
“nationally” accredited agency. DETC
(www.detc.org) has been around since
1926 and was formerly known as the
National Home Study Council. Most of



the institutions and programs DETC
accredits are related to specific trades or
vocations, and many are print-based
correspondence or home-study courses.
DETC does, however, accredit a number
of online MBA programs.

If you happen to enroll in an online
degree program that is only DETC-ac-
credited, and you plan on transferring
those credits to a regionally accredited
institution at a later date, or pursuing a
doctoral degree after you graduate, check
with the regionally accredited
institution’s registrar before you proceed,
because those credits may not be
transferable.

Professional Accreditation
In addition to regional and DETC

accreditation, there are basically four
professional accrediting bodies you may
want to be aware of when it comes to
online MBA programs:
• The Association to Advance Collegiate

Schools of Business (AACSB) at
www.aacsb.edu

• The International Assembly for Colle-
giate Business Education (IACBE) at
www.iacbe.org

• The Association of Collegiate Business
Schools and Programs (ACBSP) at
http://acbsp.org
The AACSB is commonly known as

the most prestigious accreditation any
business school can achieve. IACBE and
ACBSP are also regarded as viable ac-
creditation bodies.

Don’t confuse the term “membership”
with accreditation status. In other words
an institution can say they are a “mem-
ber” of AACSB, IACBE and/or ACBSP and
not be accredited by any of these profes-
sional accrediting bodies. The AACSB,
IACBE and ACBSP list both accredited
and members-only institutions accord-
ingly on their websites.

AACSB Accreditation
AACSB has been around since 1916.

Institutions offering degrees in business
administration or accounting may volun-
teer for AACSB accreditation review,
which is conducted every five years. The
review process includes an extensive self-
evaluation and a peer review conducted
by a team of about three business school
deans from similar AACSB-accredited
institutions.

In a nutshell, AACSB accreditation
revolves around ensuring that a school
adheres to standards that are consistent
with its mission. “We expect our schools to
articulate the kind of student body they
are trying to recruit, and then, of course,
put together academic programs that are
appropriate to serve that student body,
consistent to the mission the school
articulates,” said Jerry Trapnell, AASCB
chief accreditation officer.

As noted in the preamble of an AACSB
document titled “Eligibility Procedures
and Accreditation Standards for Business
Accreditation,” it is important to note that
“accreditation does not create quality
learning experiences. Academic quality is
created by the educational standards
implemented by individual faculty mem-
bers in interactions with students. A high
quality degree program is created when
students interact with a cadre of faculty
in a systematic program supported by an
institution. Accreditation observes, recog-
nizes, and sometimes motivates educa-
tional quality created within the
institution.”

An institution that is AACSB accred-
ited means that all of the business pro-
grams offered by that institution, includ-
ing any online degree programs, fall
under the umbrella of AACSB accredita-
tion status.

A list of AACSB accredited schools is
provided on the AACSB website under the
“Accreditation” heading.
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ACBSP Accreditation
ACBSP was founded in 1988. The

content of the ACBSP website reveals that
this organization’s mission “acknowledges
the importance of scholarly research and
inquiry and believes that such activities
facilitate improved teaching. Institutions
are strongly encouraged to pursue a
reasonable mutually beneficial balance
between teaching and research. And
further, ACBSP encourages faculty in-
volvement within the contemporary
business world to enhance the quality of
classroom instruction and to contribute to
student learning.”

A list of ACBSP accredited schools is
provided on its website under the “Why
Join ACBSP?” heading.

IACBE Accreditation
The IACBE website reveals that this

organization’s mission is “to promote and
support quality Business/Management
Education worldwide through accredita-
tion and outcomes assessment which
involves: (1) the measurement of effective-
ness, (2) the measurement of learning
outcomes, and (3) the identification of
changes and improvements that are
needed as a result of the assessment
activity.” See Chapter 10 for more infor-
mation about learning outcomes and how
it relates to online MBA programs.

A list of IACBE-accredited schools is
provided on its website under the “IACBE
Members” heading.

The Great Debate About
AACSB Accreditation

Most educators who work at AACSB-
accredited business schools will tell you
that one of the primary factors prospec-
tive students should consider when
searching for an online MBA is whether a
school is AACSB accredited. “AACSB
accreditation is the good housekeeping

seal of approval on your forehead,” said
Rick Niswander, dean of graduate busi-
ness programs at East Carolina Univer-
sity, an AACSB-accredited school.

Educators who work at non-AACSB-
accredited business schools will tell you
that AACSB accreditation is not the be-all
and end-all, so to speak. You’ll also find
students, employers, and recruiters who
say either being AACSB accreditation is
highly important or highly irrelevant.

“Not being AACSB accredited has
nothing to do with the quality of our
program,” explained University of Mary-
land University College Professor and
Director of Business and Executive Pro-
grams, Rosemary Hartigan. “We probably
have tighter assessment standards than
any AACSB school.”

So what’s the bottom line? In my
opinion, the answer is you, and how you
can come to a decision, through your
research, as to whether any particular
online MBA program will ultimately fit in
with your goals and aspirations. If you do
enough investigating, you should be able
to discover the school that is right for you,
regardless of any outside accreditation
body’s stamp of endorsement.

Every school that is AACSB accredited
typically displays this status on their
program website. However, if you’re not
sure about a school’s professional accredi-
tation status, just ask an academic
advisor.



CHAPTER FIVE
The Rankings Game

We’ve all heard about college
rankings in the media. Schools
in the upper echelon of the

most popular rankings often boast about
where they have been placed, and stu-
dents use college rankings, perhaps more
than they should, as part of their deci-
sion-making process before they start
applying to schools. However, the first
thing you need to know about rankings is
that a reliable and valid ranking system
for online MBA programs has not been
invented. All the rankings you see and
hear about are for traditional on-campus
programs, not for online programs. The
second thing you need to know is that the
popular ranking services have great
websites that are packed with informa-
tion about schools that you can use during
your online decision-making process.

Using the Major Ranking Systems
When it comes to on-campus MBA

programs, there are primarily three
highly regarded ranking systems with
great websites that, along with compiling
rankings, provide huge amounts of infor-
mation about graduate-level education:
• Business Week at

www.businessweek.com/bschools/
rankings/

• Financial Times at
http://rankings.ft.com/global-mba-
rankings

• U.S. News and World Report at
http://grad-schools.usnews.
rankingsandreviews.com/grad/
mba

Online MBA programs are very simi-
lar in content to their counterpart on-
campus MBA programs. So, an on-campus
MBA program with a counterpart online
MBA program that has made it inside any
of these three ranking systems could be
unofficially considered a “top-ranked”
program.

The Economist Intelligence Unit
Another respectable ranking entity is

the Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU),
which is the London-based business
information arm of the Economist Group,
publisher of The Economist, CFO maga-
zine, Roll Call, and other specialty busi-
ness journals. EIU publishes its top 100
MBA programs worldwide at a website
called “Which MBA,” located at
http://mba.eiu.com.

The Center
The Center for Measuring University

Performance, located online at
http://mup.asu.edu/index.html, pub-
lishes another valid ranking system that
is more academic in nature. Its rankings
are very much unlike the popular
rankings previously mentioned, and they
could be considered statistically signifi-
cant due to the nature of the research and
analysis it conducts. The Center publishes
an in-depth annual report titled “Top
American Research Universities.” The
report offers analysis and data useful for
understanding American research univer-
sity performance.

Universities are ranked according to a
variety of measures, including research
funding, endowment assets, annual
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giving, National Academy membership,
prestigious faculty awards, doctorates
awarded, postdoctoral appointees, and
SAT scores of entering freshmen. You can
download the report for free from
http://mup.asu.edu/publications.html.
Some of the schools listed in this report
that have online MBA programs include,
in alphabetic order, Arizona State Univer-
sity, Drexel University, Florida State
University, Indiana University, Syracuse
University, University of Massachusetts-
Amherst, and University of Nebraska-
Lincoln.

Nancy P. O’Brien, head of the Educa-
tion and Social Science Library at the
University of Illinois, Urbana-
Champaign, said, “The Center is highly
regarded for the work that it does. They
use variables that are very research
oriented. So there is a lot of significance
to the factors that they use.”

Ranking the Rankings
Finally, a one-stop website where you

can find links to all the higher-education
ranking systems good, bad, and ugly,
along with lots of great information about
how rankings really work, including a
“Caution and Controversy” section, is
provided by the University of Illinois,
Urbana-Champaign’s Education and
Social Science Library at
www.library.uiuc.edu/edx/
rankings.htm.

Questionable Rankers
Of course, the World Wide Web is by

no means a perfect place, which is why
you have sites such as one labeled “25
Best Distance Learning Universities.” An
immediate warning flag is that nowhere
on this site did I see an explanation of the
methodology that was used to arrive at
their list of 25, not to mention who exactly
created this list in the first place. Another

website that left me wondering about the
criteria actually used to reach their
conclusions about leading MBA programs
was a site called “Top 10” by Best Educa-
tion. In short, numerous websites in
cyberspace are similar to this in nature,
and I would simply say these sites are not
worth the time it takes to look at them.
“Those who compile rankings will tell you
they are valid, but to a great extent it
depends on which factors are used to
develop rankings, and I think that is
where most of the controversy comes in,”
said O’Brien

Digging Out Information at the
Rankings Websites

All of the big rankers have decent
websites that can be utilized on a number
of important fronts, including advice
about MBA program admission strategies
and financial-aid concerns that can be
applied to online MBA programs. In my
opinion, the best of all these sites in
relation to providing information you can
use is BusinessWeek Online. A lot of the
good stuff, however, is only accessible
through its “MBA Insider” web-based
information service, which at the time of
this writing was selling for $29.95. None-
theless, there is a lot of free information
and services you can use at the
BusinessWeek Online website.

Online Comparison Tools
BusinessWeek Online has a Part-Time

MBA Comparator tool that you might find
helpful. This tool enables you to compare
up to four part-time on-campus MBA
programs at a time. I used this tool to
compare the part-time MBA programs
(which would be very similar, if not ex-
actly the same as, their online MBA
programs) at the University of Massachu-
setts-Amherst, Florida State University,
and the University of Nebraska-Lincoln -



three similar public, nonprofit institu-
tions. The results revealed such things as
average GMAT scores, percentage of
applicants accepted, average age of new
entrants, percentage of international
students, average postgraduate work
experience of students, teaching methods
used, and percentage of full-time and
adjunct faculty members.

All the institutions offering online
MBA programs are not listed in the Part-
Time MBA Comparator tool, so it obvi-
ously cannot be applied across the board.
However, it could prove useful for certain
programs, such as the aforementioned
example.

The USNews.com website has a
similar online business school comparison
tool, but you have to subscribe to its
Premium Content Service ($14.95 at the
time of this writing) to use it. For ex-
ample, as a paid subscriber, I used it to
compare three private, non-profit institu-
tions that offer online MBA programs:
Drexel University, Syracuse University,
and Worcester Polytechnic Institute. The
service did not reveal as much informa-
tion as the BusinessWeek Online tool, but
it did provide a unique career prospects
section that included average starting
salary of its MBA graduates.

The Financial Times website looks
like it has lots of great information,
including a special section with articles
that look insightful about online MBAs;
however, you have to be a paid subscriber
to view them, and to me it was cost pro-
hibitive at $110 (at the time of this writ-
ing) annually. However, a good number of
articles available for free are about get-
ting a graduate-level education in busi-
ness; and the Financial Times’ editorial
perspective is international in scope,
which will perhaps give you an entirely
different global view of MBA programs.

The Educated Consumer
These ranking websites have  good

online tools and information services
available for free (and sometimes for a
fee). You have to do a lot of navigating
around  – web page after web page after
web page  – which can be a bit cumber-
some and slow-moving at times. If you are
a true “web-head,” however, you might
find it to be fun, interesting, and worth it.

All this pre-choice homework I’ve been
advising you to do  –  and there’s a lot
more throughout the rest of this eBook  –
can make you one of the most educated
consumers on the planet about finding
and choosing the right online MBA pro-
gram. In addition, I obviously want you to
succeed as an online learner when you
start moving down this educational
pathway. In my opinion, these ranking
systems can help you in only a small way.

“You can’t just go to one factor; you
have to consider multiple issues, such as
accreditation, reputation, quality of the
program, quality of instruction, all of the
issues that someone in the academic
world would recognize,” said O’Brien.

More importantly, as with any major
business transaction, you will be required
to write a substantial number of checks to
the institution that you choose to attend.
That institution will be responsible for
giving you the right tools and guidance to
help you become a successful business
manager or entrepreneur. If the school
does not live up to your expectations, you
can always drop out early, but then you
will have wasted a lot of valuable time
and effort (and money). Plus, whatever
credits you may have earned may not be
transferable to another program (see
Chapter 11 for information about credit
transferability). So, my bottom-line advice
is this:  educate yourself about how to
choose the right program, which is what
this eBook is all about. Read on!
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CHAPTER SIX
Faculty and Students

Who are the faculty? In general,
the faculty teaching courses in
an online MBA program are

either full-time or part-time. The part-
timers are typically referred to as non-
tenure-track adjuncts, and they may
teach for multiple online institutions on a
part-time basis and only in the online
mode. Full-time faculty members are
typically on a tenure track, or already
tenured, and they more than likely teach
at only one institution on a full-time
basis, and often in both traditional face-
to-face classes and in online courses.

Tenure is a system whereby faculty
can obtain lifetime job security by passing
a long-term evaluation period in which
they must demonstrate academic achieve-
ment, typically through publishing re-
search and contributing substantially to a
body of knowledge.

An adjunct faculty member is a part-
time teaching employee. In online MBA
programs, an adjunct may hold a full-time
teaching position at another institution,
or they may hold a full-time management-
level position with a corporation. Some
adjuncts teach part-time for multiple
institutions.

AACSB categorizes faculty as being
either academically qualified, meaning he
or she has earned at least a doctorate and
is specialized in a particular field of study,
or professionally qualified, meaning he or
she has earned at least a Master ’s degree
and is specialized in a particular field of
study. AACSB qualifications require that
at least 50 percent of faculty in the busi-
ness schools it accredits be academically
qualified. Additionally, AACSB-accredited
business schools are required to demon-

strate that their faculty are current in
their fields and capable of delivering the
education they profess to teach in their
courses. According to Jerry Trapnell,
AACSB’s chief accreditation officer, “fac-
ulty must maintain their currency by
their research, consulting, and/or appro-
priate professional development activi-
ties. Just because you have a doctorate
does not mean you are current in your
field.” So, basically, any AACSB-accred-
ited program is expected to have qualified
faculty who are up to date with today’s
business practices. Otherwise, the pro-
gram could lose its professional accredita-
tion status.

Professional Academics and
Professional Business People

When it comes to discussions about
MBA faculty, there are basically two
points of view. There are programs that
use a good number of part-time adjuncts,
such as the University of Phoenix, and
some of the other so-called “for-profits.”
These institutions are proud of the fact
that their faculty are primarily business
practitioners. This means that they are
professionals who are currently working
in the business world and enjoy sharing
their real-world business acumen with
students in their online courses. Then
there are the programs that use primarily
full-time faculty, such as Arizona State
University, Florida State University, and
the many other traditional, not-for-profit
institutions. They are proud of the fact
that their faculty are contributing to the
overall knowledge base in their areas of
specialization through their academic
research (they have to publish their



research to reach tenure) and possibly
have consulting contracts with major
corporations.

Perhaps the ideal faculty member is
one who is both a successful academic
researcher and theorist and a knowledge-
able real-world practitioner.

Digging Up Information
About Faculty

How do you find information about
what kind of faculty teach in any online
MBA program you are considering? In
many cases, you will be hard pressed to
find decent faculty bios on any online
MBA website. So, what’s the next best
thing? Call or e-mail the program direc-
tor, introduce yourself and say you are
very interested in enrolling in their online
MBA program and that you would like to
have more information about the faculty
who teach online. Here’s a short list of
questions you can ask:
• If the school has a full-time MBA

program, do the same faculty teach in
the online program?

• What percentage of faculty are part-
time adjuncts? What percentage are
full-time faculty? How many have
doctorates?

• Can you provide a list of faculty and
links to their resumes or bios that
may be on your institution’s website?
Or, can you e-mail the curriculum
vitas of your online faculty members?

• Are there any faculty in your program
who are conducting specialized re-
search and are thus contributing
knowledge to the field? If yes, can you
point me to whatever they may have
gotten published?

• Can you provide information about
where some of your faculty might be
employed (if practitioners)?

If you have the names of faculty
teaching in an online MBA program and
you can’t find information about them on
the program’s web pages, try going to the
main home page of the institution and
entering their names into the home page’s
search box. Sometimes this will take you
to links of faculty members’ personal
websites that show their curriculum
vitas, mug shots, and more.

A curriculum vita is similar to a
resume in that it lists a person’s employ-
ment history and education. In higher
education, it is usually a much longer
document that also includes a faculty
member’s full publishing history, profes-
sional memberships, special recognition
and awards, and other biographical
information.

Pedagogy
Pedagogy  is frequently brought up

when talking about faculty. It basically
refers to the science and art of teaching.
For example, one form of effective peda-
gogy in an online MBA program could be
a teacher’s utilization of competency-
based assessments, whereby students are
tested on their ability to make certain
business-related decisions. Another form
of pedagogy would be the case-study
method of teaching and learning, where
students review documented simulations
of real business problems and challenges
and then discuss and present relevant
business-solution strategies. See Chapter
Ten for more information on competency-
based learning and case studies.

The ironic thing about pedagogy is
that most higher education faculty mem-
bers are not taught pedagogical concepts
and theories, except those who were
education majors during their years as
students. Most professors are basically
“thrown to the wolves” and learn how to
teach through trial and error. Some
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professors become very good at teaching
and others do not.

When it comes to online teaching, the
same truths apply. Many faculty are not
adequately taught how to teach an online
course, which, obviously, entails a differ-
ent set of skills than teaching face to face.
That is why it is very important that any
business school providing an online MBA
has a strong online teacher support
system in place that trains teachers how
to effectively teach online.

Training Teachers
How to Teach Online

So one more question you might want
to ask is what kind of infrastructure is in
place for supporting faculty who teach
online? Some business schools are still
trying to find their way with regard to
providing adequate support for online
faculty. However, most business schools
that teach in the online environment have
sophisticated and efficient teaching,
learning, and technology centers that
provide the necessary support and exper-
tise for helping faculty build and teach
online courses. For example, Florida State
University, which launched its first online
MBA program in the fall of 2004, has an
Office of Distributed and Distance Learn-
ing that supports FSU’s College of Busi-
ness by providing faculty with online
class design support and a continuously
updated series of live workshops for
faculty to learn how to effectively use
such educational technologies as online
discussion forums, PowerPoint lectures,
and electronic testing and grading func-
tions. See Chapter Nine for a much more
detailed discussion about how educational
technologies are utilized in online teach-
ing and learning. Also look at Chapter
Ten for information about how faculty use
a variety of teaching and learning styles
in online MBA programs.

Unfortunately, there’s really no sure-
fire way to discover whether an online
MBA program is doing a good job of
training its faculty how to teach online.
The only thing you can do is ask the
program administrators and try to make
an educated guess based on the response
you may get. Short answers such as “we
provide a five-week training period for all
our faculty before they teach online,”
might tell you something negative. A more
thorough answer that explains how an
institution teaches online-related
pedagogies and how it helps faculty
incorporate effective learning technologies
into its overall curriculum might tell you
something positive. In the end, however,
you are really not going to know how good
the faculty are until you actually sit
through an online course and interact
with them.

“There will always be a range of
professors,” said Paula O’Callaghan,
former director of the iMBA Program at
Syracuse University. “The core in the
middle will be very good and very respon-
sive. There will be some professors who
have high expectations, and you will
struggle to meet them, and there will be a
few who might not meet your expecta-
tions. You can’t expect that it will be all
that different from what you experienced
as an undergraduate.”

Who Are the Students?
The next part of your homework

entails finding out what kind of students
enroll in the programs you are investigat-
ing. This investigative assignment is just
as important, if not more important, than
all the other steps I have thus far sug-
gested you take when searching for the
right online MBA program.

Inside Chapter Nineteen, you’ll find
some very interesting profiles of online
MBA students. One thing they all have in



common is that they are busy, working
adult professionals in their late 20s to
late 40s, and most have Type A personali-
ties. These are the kind of students you
will be interacting with throughout your
educational experience and very possibly
after you graduate if you form some
meaningful bonds with fellow students,
which is actually not uncommon in the
online environment. The other part of the
student equation is the networking angle,
which is discussed in Chapter Seventeen.
The students you meet online can indeed
become an important part of your busi-
ness network during and after the pro-
gram, just like they would in any tradi-
tional face-to-face MBA program.

What’s great about online learning is
that it brings out the voices of those
people who might normally sit in the back
of a face-to-face class and say nothing.
People who are shy in a physical social
environment are known to open up and
contribute valuable information and
readily share their work experiences in an
online course. Plus, it is hard to hide in
an online course. There’s basically no
back of the class. Online MBA students
are almost always partially graded on
their ability to post significant comments
to online discussions, and they are fre-
quently put into teams that work on
projects together as part of their course
requirements and grades.

Especially if you enroll in what’s
called a lock-step cohort program, you’ll
want to find out as much information as
possible about fellow students. A lock-step
cohort online MBA program is one in
which a group of students are enrolled in
a program and all take the same pre-
defined courses together and in the same
sequence as strictly outlined by the school
(see Chapter Eight).

So, in short, because you’ll be interact-
ing with these people for the duration of

your MBA education, you’ll want to get a
sense of who they are before you enroll,
which, by the way, is not the easiest task
in the world. Because of privacy rules and
regulations that institutions must honor
with regard to providing information
about any students, you won’t be able to
get any detailed information about a
particular cohort before you enroll. How-
ever, an academic advisor should be able
to give you a generic sense of what kind of
students you will be working and study-
ing with, including what kind of occupa-
tions they may hold, without naming
names.

“Sometimes I found my classmates to
be tiresome, but then I reminded myself
that everyone is different and with a little
effort I could find something interesting
in every one of them; and, I could grow
and expand my own awareness if I just
tried to meet everyone halfway,” said
Regis University online MBA graduate
Katherine Porter

“Just like a regular face-to-face group,
the more you work with people, the more
you come to know what they are really
good at and what they are not so good at,
and you divvy up responsibility accord-
ingly,” said Dawn McAvoy, online MBA
student, East Carolina University.

“One of the greatest indicators of
student satisfaction revolves around how
well people enjoy working and studying
with the people in their program,” said
Daphne Atkinson, vice president, industry
relations, Graduate Management Admis-
sion Council. “Part of an MBA education
is faculty-driven, but the other piece is
actually peer-learning driven. So you
really want the people in your virtual
class to be people that you feel you can
learn from and to whom you can contrib-
ute learning based on your background
and experience.”
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Digging Out Student Data
Of course, you can always start by

looking at information about students
that might be available on a program’s
website. Syracuse University’s iMBA
program, for instance, features current
student and alumni profiles at
http://whitman.syr.edu/MBA/iMBA/
Community/. Not all online MBA pro-
grams supply this kind of relevant infor-
mation about students on their websites.
Why you may ask? Because they simply
haven’t got their act together when it
comes to developing websites with rel-
evant information. Nonetheless, I must
add that having a website that’s lacking
the appropriate amount of informational
content does not necessarily mean that an
institution has lower-quality faculty and/
or students. If you ask a program admin-
istrator for information about students,
they will give you whatever they can dig
up for you, regardless of whether it hap-
pens to be posted on their website.

Tips for Learning About Students
There are at least four more things

you can do to enlighten yourself about the
makeup of any online MBA program’s
student body:

1. Look at admission requirements.
The criteria students must meet to be
accepted into an online MBA program
can, indeed, tell you something about
your future online colleagues. At the
University of Florida, for instance, admis-
sion is highly selective and based on
students demonstrating high performance
in academic ability (average of a 3.3 GPA
and a score of 655 on the GMAT), profes-
sional experience (at least two years of
full-time post-baccalaureate work experi-
ence and two letters of reference from
current or former supervisors), and per-
sonal character (proof of concept of which
is provided through written essays and an

invitation-only personal interview). At the
University of Phoenix, admission require-
ments include a minimum average GPA of
2.5 and at least three years of significant
work experience. GMAT test scores,
essays, and reference letters are not
required for admission to the University
of Phoenix online MBA program.

Overall you’ll hear differing points of
view regarding admission requirements
and selectivity processes and how these
all relate to what a student body comes to
represent in any particular online MBA
program. Stiff academic requirements do
indicate that students in the program are
typically conscientious, hard working, and
dependable classmates who contribute
vast energy and knowledge to the online
learning environment. Students in other
programs, who are not good test takers
and wouldn’t come close to meeting strin-
gent admission requirements because
they have been out of school for many
years, typically have more than enough
practical, real-life working experience and
knowledge to contribute sound and useful
information to any online course. Regard-
less, in most online learning environ-
ments, the slackers and non-contributors
will more than likely drop out in due
time.

2. Try to find out where the students
live and work. Most online MBA programs
show that the majority of their students
live and work in areas relatively close to
the physical campus. However, there is
also the reverse of this trend, with stu-
dents living as far away as another coun-
try that is across an ocean.

3. Ask about student surveys. Most
online MBA programs regularly conduct
student surveys in which students are
asked a series of questions about their
work habits, online learning skills, profes-
sional working skills, satisfaction levels,
and the overall efficiency of their online



learning experiences. Often the results of
such surveys are aggregated into internal
reports not for public consumption. How-
ever, you can ask an academic advisor to
give you a sense of such survey results
that could help paint a picture of its
students typical working and learning
behaviors.

4. Ask whether you can communicate
with some students and/or alumni. When
talking to advisors and other administra-
tors of the programs you are investigat-
ing, just come right out and ask them
whether they have any students or
alumni who are willing to share their
phone numbers and e-mail addresses with
prospective students such as yourself. You
may be surprised to know that they do, in
fact, have such contacts. Plus, many
online programs have alumni services just
the same as they do for on-campus stu-
dents. So you can always contact a
school’s alumni department and ask if
they can connect you with any online
graduates. The problem with this, of
course, is that the institution’s contact list
is always full of very positive ambassa-
dors. However, if you can form a short
and friendly relationship with such con-
tacts, you can get them to open up more
about any of the negative aspects of their
online learning experiences. My advice in
these kinds of situations is to be friendly,
thankful, very polite and humble, and ask
a lot of questions until you feel you have
gotten the right answers and lots of good
information.

So, with a little homework on your
part and a willingness to ask a lot of
questions, you should be able to dig up
some relevant information about the
students you will be interacting with on a
regular basis and getting to know quite
well during your graduate school experi-
ence. Nonetheless, you really won’t get to
know your colleagues until you actually

start learning and working with them. As
you go along through trial and error you’ll
pick and choose interactions with those
students whom you communicate most
effectively with.

According to AACSB accreditation
standards, online learning programs raise
questions about the opportunities stu-
dents actually have for the right kinds of
interaction among each other, as well as
the interactions they have with faculty,
and “the school will have the burden of
demonstrating that it provides significant
interaction opportunities.” Because online
courses do have the unique feature of
being able to capture electronically all the
student-to-student and student-to-faculty
interchanges that have occurred over
time, the administrators of such programs
should be able to give you a pretty good
historic sense of what their online student
body is really like, as well as how well
their faculty have been doing in this
relatively new form of teaching and
learning. Again, you’ll have to listen
carefully and try to make an educated
guess based on the responses you may
get.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
Student Services and Value

Every institution has a set of on-
campus customer services it offers
to its students through various

offices and departments, ranging from the
financial aid and registrar ’s offices to
dormitory residencies and a campus
infirmary. This chapter covers those
services important to online learners,
such as enrollment and registration
services, academic advising, the library
and bookstore, technical support, and
much more.

Online Student Services
Student services is a term used by

higher-education institutions that covers
a lot of ground. It relates to all those
offices and services one would expect to
find on any real campus, such as admis-
sions and financial aid, the registrar, the
library, health services, athletics, student
clubs and organizations, alumni services,
job and career services, academic advis-
ing, tutoring services, food and beverage
services, residential services, and even
recreational and entertainment services
that an on-campus student would typi-
cally find at the student union. Many, but
not all, of these services can be and are
provided to online students. In particular,
today it is not unusual for students to go
through the admissions, financial aid, and
registration processes almost entirely
online.

Capella University is a good example
of an institution that has developed a
sophisticated online admissions process
that allows prospective students to apply
and track the application process with
relative ease, all online. In addition to

being able to complete all the necessary
admissions forms online, prospective
students can enter into live discussions
with enrollment counselors in an online
chat or through a toll-free phone service
as they are filling out their online applica-
tions. Prospective students can also send
their questions about the application and
admissions processes via e-mail.

Regardless of how an institution
provides services to its online learners,
you are entitled to the same student
services as an on-campus student. If you
were to walk onto the campus of the
school you are attending online, you will,
indeed, be able to go to the campus li-
brary and use its services just like any
other student; you will be able to visit any
of the aforementioned student services-
related offices and take advantage of any
or all of the services they offer their
student body. After all, you are a card-
carrying, tuition-paying student, too.
In fact, if you happen to be interested in
an online MBA program that has a physi-
cal campus located close to where you
live, you could get the best of both worlds
by visiting the campus whenever you
desire to take advantage of the student
services provided by the institution. You
could, for example, arrange to meet with
your faculty, attend school-sponsored
social events, use the campus library, and
attend graduation ceremonies at com-
mencement time without having to travel
a long distance.

In the end, you’ll need to judge how
thorough, organized, and efficient a
business program handles the services it
offers to its online student population.



Just like in business, some programs
have a long list of excellent customer
services and others don’t.

Are Student Services Up to Par?
The Western Cooperative for Educa-

tional Telecommunications (WCET), a
organization that is an advocate for
effective policies and practices in support
of online teaching and learning, has done
extensive research on the topic of student
services for online learners. WCET, whose
membership includes colleges and univer-
sities from across the U.S., and some
foreign countries, that offer online degree
programs, claims that many institutions
are still struggling with providing the
same level of services for their online
students as they do for their on-campus
students. WCET’s research has resulted
in a set of guidelines to help institutions
provide student services in an online
environment  – a tall task that requires a
working collaboration between a school’s
information technology infrastructure and
all its many student-services-oriented
departments working in concert with the
business school offering the online MBA
program.

WCET explains that all student
services can have some online presence.
What this means is that as an online
student you should expect a certain
amount of important student services to
be provided smoothly over an Internet
connection. Additionally, WCET notes
that there should always be a way to
easily connect with a live person who can
answer any questions or concerns you
may have via telephone, fax, or other
synchronous methods, such as live chat
and instant messaging. Or, if seeking
answers via e-mail, you should get a
response within 24 hours.

Enrollment Services
Depending on the institution, prior to

actually going through the official appli-
cation and admission process you’ll com-
municate with the first level of the
school’s advisement staff, who are admis-
sions and financial-aid counselors. These
are the people who will help you with
understanding all the forms you will need
to fill out and basically how to effectively
deal with all the bureaucratic red tape
you’ll need to go through to apply and
possibly get financial assistance. They
will also be able to explain academic
requirements, any prerequisite courses
you may need to take to get up to the
appropriate academic speed, estimated
timelines to ultimately graduate, and how
much hard work and determination will
be required of you, in general, to complete
coursework.

Although these counselors do indeed
provide an invaluable service, for many
people the information they provide is
really secondary to finding detailed
information about a school’s academic
structure. This is where professional
academic advisors come into the picture.
An academic advisor is a professional
staff member of an institution (usually a
professor) who has been assigned to assist
a certain number of students with the
course selection process and other deci-
sion-making processes concerning one’s
academic and professional objectives.

Academic Advising
Academic advising is one of the most

important student services you can take
advantage of prior to actually going
through the application and admissions
process, as well as during your stint as an
online student. After you are accepted
into your program of choice, you will be
assigned an official, professional academic
advisor, who is usually a professor or may
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be a dean or assistant dean. Your aca-
demic counselor will be your friend and
mentor throughout your MBA experience.

If you are really concerned about the
academic side of your MBA endeavor,
you’ll want to get in touch with an aca-
demic advisor before you go through the
typically cumbersome application, admis-
sions, and financial-aid processes. Many
online MBA program websites list contact
information for academic counselors
whom you can talk to by telephone or
communicate with via e-mail. Other
programs don’t make academic counselors
so readily available to prospective stu-
dents who are in the early phase of the
decision-making process but instead have
them talk primarily with their admissions
and financial-aid staff, who are, in many
cases, trained professional sales people.
Because some of the most informative
advice you can get would typically come
from a professional academic advisor, you
should simply tell the school you are
investigating that you would prefer to
speak with a full professor, dean, or
program director.

Registration Services
and Student IDs

When you become a bona-fide accepted
student in an online MBA program, you
will be able to register and pay for your
classes online, and much more. You’ll be
assigned a student ID username and
password that gives you access, through a
web-based learner’s portal environment,
to a host of online services that are typical
of almost every institution, such as li-
brary services, the online bookstore,
online career services, technical support
services, and a wide variety of online
study aids and resources. Chapter Nine
discusses how this first phase of the basic
online student infrastructure operates.

Library Services
I talk more extensively about what

students really need to understand about
library services and conducting research
online in Chapter Eighteen. For now,
however, as you are searching for the
right online MBA program, be aware of
what kind of online library and research
services will be made available to you
from the schools you are investigating.
First of all, the library and research
service portion of your online courses
should have an easily accessible and
relevant collection of online materials
related to what MBA students read and
study, including business-oriented schol-
arly journals and other modern business
research databases and resources.

You’ll want to know whether the
online library subscribes to a good supply
of business research databases, of which
there are many, such as Bloomberg,
Business Source Elite, Gartner Group
Reports, Hoover’s Online, and others. If
the school library does not have an exten-
sive electronic database of online busi-
ness-related resources, ask whether they
have made interlibrary loan arrange-
ments with other university libraries.
Finally, in relation to online library
services, you’ll want to know whether the
school has a special distance-learning
library staff that works specifically with
online students and whether the library
provides any online information literacy/
research skills training to its students.

Distance-learning librarians could
turn into one of your most valuable allies.
They are typically charged with teaching
and guiding online students how to con-
duct effective research, and more, through
the many online resources available
through an library system’s information
labyrinth. For instance, distance-learning
librarians, in addition to showing online
students how to use its electronic re-



serves, will also readily provide informa-
tion about the proper way to write re-
search papers, how to avoid plagiarism,
and how to honor and abide by the latest
copyright laws.

The Online Bookstore
In addition to obtaining research

materials from the online campus library
service, you will be dealing with an online
campus bookstore service. Many institu-
tions partner with an online bookstore
solution provider, such as MBS Direct,
which carries a large inventory of text-
books and other course reading material
in both printed and digital form. These
bookstore solution providers handle
customer service and online ordering and
delivery - both physical and via online
modalities - of course materials to online
students. Other institutions have their
own sophisticated bookstore services and
do not rely on an outside provider for such
services.

Technical Support
How a school provides online technical

support is another important element
that you should consider. A school’s tech-
nical support services become particularly
important during the beginning phases of
when you actually start and begin learn-
ing how online education really works.
Specifically, it is important that a school
provides live technical support at all
hours of the evening, when most students
are accessing their online courses and
working on assignments.

Things inevitably go wrong when
working with a variety of web-based
software. You may not have your software
configured properly. Your username and
password logon might not work, or you
may have trouble posting to a discussion
forum. These are only a small sampling of
some of the technical problems you may

encounter. When disaster strikes, you’ll
want to immediately talk with an expert
who can rectify your problem, especially
because you are time-crunched enough as
it is and can’t afford to fall behind.

That’s why some schools provide 24/7
technical support services to their online
students, often through a third-party
provider. One such provider is a company
called Embanet out of Toronto, Canada,
which provides round-the-clock technical
support and help desk services for the
University of Texas System TeleCampus
students and a number of other providers
of online MBA programs. The UT
TeleCampus is a good example of an
institution that has all its bases covered
in the area of technical support.

In addition to providing 24/7 support,
the UT TeleCampus has a thorough
technical support website that covers
everything online students need to know
about running the right software, main-
taining their Internet connections, and
generally moving smoothly through their
online courses at all times.

Additional Academic Aid
In addition to utilizing the services of

their academic advisors, students at
many schools can take advantage of
additional services of an academic nature,
such as special online writing courses
that are separate from the program
curriculum, various mentoring and tutor-
ing services, and information literacy
tutoring services that may be provided by
the campus library.

The University of Phoenix, for ex-
ample, has a Center for Writing Excel-
lence resource for all its online students
that includes an automated and propri-
etary “WritePoint” paper review service
that provides feedback on grammar and
formatting, completed in minutes, on
the papers that students upload to the
service.
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At Capella University, students can
take advantage of a professional coaching
service to get advice related to applying
what they have learned in their courses to
their current job responsibilities (de-
scribed in greater detail in Chapter Ten).
The University of Maryland University
College (UMUC) has a live “Chat with a
Librarian” service available to students
on a 24-hour basis. The UMUC library
also provides a full slate of online interac-
tive tutorials for its online students on
such subjects as how to use the web for
research; how to cite sources in research
papers; and how to search for company,
financial, and industry information in its
library databases.

Career Services
Career services is one area of online

MBA programs where students generally
lose out. Most traditional on-campus MBA
programs have a very full slate of em-
ployer recruitment and career-advance-
ment services that physically put their
students in front of the businesses that
may be seeking to employ them, and vice
versa. For example, at the University of
Buffalo (UB), which has a highly ranked
traditional MBA program, students can
take advantage of a number of creative
career services offered by the UB School
of Management’s Career Resource Center.
Most of these services require a face-to-
face meeting, such as on-campus recruit-
ing events where employers contact the
Career Resource Center and schedule a
campus visit to interview and recruit
candidates for employment at a later
date.

UB also hosts employer information
sessions where employers visit the UB
campus and provide valuable information
about their prospective permanent and
summer positions. Such information
sessions are a great way for students to

meet and network with professionals from
a variety of companies.

As an online student, you will not be
able to take advantage of opportunities
such as those provided by UB’s Career
Resource Center, unless, of course, you
can travel to the face-to-face recruitment
events when they occur. All is not lost,
however. Some online programs have very
sophisticated career-development services
that are provided to students who can’t
come to campus.

Capella University, a virtual univer-
sity without a campus, has an online
Career Center that is part of its Advising
and Academic Support division. In addi-
tion to providing a full array of job-search
and career-advancement information
services through the Career Center’s
website, there’s an “Ask a Career Counse-
lor” e-mail service. Through this service,
online students can e-mail career counse-
lors assigned to the School of Business
their questions regarding resumes, cover
letters, marketing an online degree,
salary negotiation, and career-advance-
ment strategies. Capella promises to
respond to any career-related questions
within four business days.

Finally, many of the career services
offered both online and on-campus are not
that vital of a concern to the majority of
online MBA students, who are typically
mid-career professional already fully
employed. If you are a student who is
seeking that first substantial job in the
world of business management after you
earn your MBA, however, you’ll want to
ask the schools you are investigating to
determine what kind of career services
they provide.

Chapter Eighteen covers the MBA job
marketplace, including advice about how
to handle possible negative perceptions
about online learning that you may en-
counter with prospective employers.



Chapter Eighteen also has some great
information about strategies you can take
for finding career advancement online.

Alumni Services
Alumni services is another area where

online students typically do not partici-
pate nearly as much as on-campus stu-
dents, but this does not mean that you
cannot become an active alumni. Many
online programs are encouraging their
students to take a more active role in
alumni organizations and are updating
their websites to better promote the many
services and business networking benefits
provided by such organizations to both
online and on-campus students.

“I am still involved with the alumni
group, which welcomed me with open
arms even before I graduated,” said Regis
University online MBA graduate
Katherine Porter. “Based on my experi-
ence, students would find it easy to use
all the services Regis offers. You never
feel like you’re an outsider, or in some
other category just because you’re part of
Regis’s online programs.”

What’s the Real Value-Add?
Again, just like in business, every

institution should have some value-added
goods and services that make it stand out
among its competitors. In other words,
what parts, or sum of all parts, give
added worth to a program beyond the
fundamentals? In that spirit, here are
three broad questions you might explore
as you continue your search for the online
MBA program that is right for you:

1. Does the institution have a good
track record for graduating successful
business professionals?

2. Does the school’s student support
system seem packaged and presented in a
way that makes it easy for you to find
information and easily access and take

advantage of all the student services the
school provides?

3. What kind of tangible results re-
lated to career advancement and overall
practical business acumen and skills will
you derive from earning an MBA from
this particular institution?

“Students should ask themselves if
the degree from that school is going to
have value, and to some extent that is
difficult to determine, even once you have
done all the research,” said Rick
Niswander, dean of graduate business
programs, East Carolina University. “If I
am going to work in South Carolina,
employers are going to understand the
value of an MBA degree from East Caro-
lina University more than they are going
to understand one from Idaho State.”

The following chapters examine more
ways you can fine-tune your decision-
making process. They also discuss in
greater detail the inner workings of
online learning and teaching and how it is
a viable way to get your MBA. As you can
already tell, there is indeed a lot to con-
sider. Don’t let that discourage you,
though. After all, this is a decision that
will affect the rest of your life, not to
mention cost you a great deal of money
and time in the relative short term.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
Institutions and Curriculums

Although an institution’s accredita-
tion, ranking, student body, fac-
ulty members, and the amount of

student services and value-added services
it may or may not provide are all impor-
tant decision-making criteria, it also pays
to understand what type of institution
you’re investigating (in addition to its
accreditation status, as noted in Chapter
Four) as well as what kind of curriculum
its business school is offering to online
MBA students.

This chapter covers  what you need to
understand about institutions, in general,
and how online MBA curriculums are
organized and what kind of courses you
can expect to find in most programs.

Traditional vs. For-Profit Institutions
Broadly speaking, colleges and univer-

sities can be divided into two camps:
nonprofit and for-profit. The majority of
colleges and universities today are either
public or private nonprofit entities. In
relatively recent years, however, the rise
of for-profit colleges and universities,
which are also called proprietary institu-
tions, has altered the landscape of higher
education like never before, especially in
relation to online higher education.

A nonprofit higher-education institu-
tion operates under the notion of serving
the public good, with all earnings being
utilized only for the institution’s improve-
ment. A for-profit higher-education insti-
tution operates under the notion of accru-
ing earnings that can be utilized for the
institution’s improvement but also for the
benefit of the shareholders and/or indi-

viduals who own the corporation that
runs it.

The University of Phoenix, established
in 1976, is owned by the Apollo Group,
Inc., and is the largest for-profit institu-
tion in North America. In 1989, the Uni-
versity of Phoenix started to offer online
programs.

For federal aid eligibility, the U.S.
Department of Education strictly defines
a higher-education institution as being “a
public or other nonprofit institution.”
What this ultimately means is that al-
though many for-profit institutions can
qualify to offer their students federal
student loans and grants, they cannot
qualify to receive federal institutional-
improvement monies.

If you want to know whether an
institution operates as a for-profit or
nonprofit entity, go to the National Center
for Education Statistics IPEDS College
Opportunities On-Line service at
http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/cool/. Enter an
institution’s name in the IPEDS Search
field to view a description of the institu-
tion, including whether it has an agree-
ment with the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion for eligible students to receive federal
financial aid.

Business Approach or Traditional
Approach?

So what does all this have to do with
getting your online MBA? Public non-
profit institutions that offer online MBA
programs, such as Florida State Univer-
sity and the University of Maryland
University College, to name only two, are



required by law to operate for the public
good, meaning that they are not driven
primarily by the prospect of pleasing
“company” shareholders.

The for-profit institutions, like corpo-
rate America, run on the basis of applying
business efficiencies that ultimately
please their shareholders. Part of those
efficiencies are related to how an institu-
tion such as the University of Phoenix
advertises and markets itself - and this is
where the whole notion of nonprofit
versus for-profit gets controversial.

The argument goes something like
this: Nonprofit institutions take a tradi-
tional academic-oriented approach to
what they offer students and do not
allocate large sums of money to advertise
and market their online programs to the
prospective student marketplace, al-
though this is starting to change in order
for them to remain competitive in the
marketplace as for-profits invest heavily
in advertising campaigns. Nonprofits
believe students recognize an institution’s
academic strengths through an under-
standing of the institution’s history of
providing education to the public. They
believe that large amounts of slick and
costly advertising only exaggerate the
truth about an institution’s academic
viability, and that too much competitive
advertising makes it difficult for prospec-
tive students to make wise choices about
their higher-education alternatives.

On the other side, for-profit institu-
tions take more of a business approach in
their relationship with students. They
want students to understand that they
are proud of their educational products
and services and are more than willing to
invest in sophisticated advertising and
marketing initiatives to let prospective
students know that they provide academi-
cally sound programs that are highly
beneficial to helping students reach their

career goals (which is why you see so
many advertisements from these institu-
tions all over the web).

“Just like you have fast-food chains to
serve different people, you have restau-
rants that serve certain people. The same
notion applies to online MBA programs.
The question is where do you want to
eat?” asks Venkateshwar Reddy, dean,
College of Business, University of Colo-
rado at Colorado Springs.

At the end of the day, you need to
review the numerous considerations that
are described throughout this book and
choose the online MBA program that’s
right for you.

Virtual Universities
Another type of higher-education

institution that you should know about is
the virtual university. Two that immedi-
ately come to mind are Jones Interna-
tional University (JIU) and Capella
University. These are universities that
offer only distance-education programs
and courses and do not have a physical
campus. Both Jones and Capella, by the
way, are also for-profit institutions that
offer online MBA programs.

Jones International University holds
the unique distinction of being the first
virtual university to achieve regional
accreditation (which it achieved in 1999).
It is owned by Glenn R. Jones, who is also
JIU’s chancellor. JIU’s main office is
located in Englewood, Colorado. Capella
University is a rapidly growing virtual
university, formerly known as the Gradu-
ate School of America, and is privately
held by the Capella Education Company
(based in Minneapolis).

What’s the Curriculum?
Regardless of the type of institution

offering an online MBA program, you also
need to know as much as possible about
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the overall academic curriculum being
provided. In short, you want to under-
stand what courses you have to take, as
well as what they are all about. I know
this sounds rather obvious, but there is
more to this than you may think.

For one, make sure that the courses
you are about to take are relevant to
today’s business world as well as steeped
in the traditional time-honored business
skills that every good business manager
needs to know.

Rosemary Hartigan, professor and
director of business and executive pro-
grams at the University of Maryland
University College (UMUC), explained
that all courses within the UMUC pro-
gram are constantly being updated. “Our
students demand it,” she said, adding
that “certainly there are also manage-
ment classics out there written in 1980 or
even earlier that still have a lot of validity
today. But when students see an article
that is old, they will question it.”

Regis MBA Professor Ed Cooper noted
that just because a program might use
case studies that may not be current does
not mean that a curriculum is out of date.
“Some of the best lessons are historical
lessons,” he said. “The base issues and
situational business context may be just
as relevant today and provide lessons
from the past.”

You’ll find course descriptions on
school websites, but most really don’t tell
you much, which is why, as I mention
throughout this book, you have to speak
with school administrators and professors
to glean information about the actual
content of courses. See Chapter Ten on
course objectives and learning outcomes
for more information about teaching and
learning styles used in online MBA pro-
grams.

Core Required Courses
MBA courses, in general, are geared

toward helping the student develop strong
managerial skills that can aid in the
overall decision-making processes that
enable a business to succeed. All online
MBA programs have core required
courses, also frequently referred to as
foundation courses, that cover certain
aspects of business that all MBA gradu-
ates must understand. Examples are
marketing, accounting, finance, econom-
ics, statistics, organizational structure
and theory, technology management,
business strategy, business ethics, inter-
national strategic management, entrepre-
neurship, and business law.

Core required courses are very similar
across the landscape of online MBA
offerings, it’s just that they all have
different course titles and descriptions.
For instance, a core required marketing
course might be titled marketing and
brand management, marketing strategy
and planning, or marketing management.
All cover everything a business manager
needs to know about evaluating and
managing a marketing department or
marketing plan. For accounting courses,
you’ll see such titles as accounting foun-
dations, managerial accounting, and
introduction to accounting. All cover what
every business manager needs to know
about accounting.

Regardless of what core required
courses are called, you have to take them,
unless you may have taken an equivalent
course somewhere else that the school
will consider as transfer credit. Every
school has different policies with regard
to the possibility of granting course
waivers and transferring credit.

Quantitative and Qualitative Courses
Many MBA professors and adminis-

trators refer to courses as being either



quantitative or qualitative. Quantitative
courses have a lot of math and/or statisti-
cal analysis and basically deal with
numbers and factual information. Quali-
tative courses are more about decision
making and management issues that may
or may not require a related numeric
element.

The quantitative courses, in particu-
lar, require that you have a certain
amount of math skills, such as how to
work with spreadsheets, and a good
understanding of basic business math,
from algebra through calculus, as well as
knowledge of statistics, accounting, and
finance.

Qualitative courses, which are typi-
cally conceptual by nature, are generally
viewed as being easier and more fun to
take than quantitative courses. Examples
of qualitative courses are marketing,
business communications, entrepreneur-
ship, and human resources management.
“Some courses are more numerical, fac-
tual, and quantitative in nature, but even
these courses will be geared toward what
you are going to do with the numbers,”
said M. Rungtusanatham, faculty director
of the W.P. Carey MBA - Online Program
at ASU. “How are you going to use those
numbers in the decisions you need to
make? Other courses may not have as
many numbers to deal with and may
involve more complex situations, such as
how do you motivate an employee?”

Electives
Depending on the overall curriculum,

you may or may not have the option of
taking electives. Some business schools
outline the entire course of study for you
(see lock-step cohort model that follows),
explaining exactly what courses you have
to take; or the school may offer a rela-
tively limited number of elective courses
within various categories. Other schools

allow you to choose from a long list of
elective courses after you have completed
a set of core required courses.

Often the set of electives you decide to
take can become a concentration, if you
complete, on average, 12 to 18 credits in a
particular subject area, such as finance,
technology management, international
business, supply-chain management, or
human resources management.

Overall, the choice of electives varies
greatly from school to school. As you
review complete curriculums, you need to
consider the required courses as well as
possible electives to choose the best fit in
with your career goals.

Cohort-Based
If you prefer to have all of your

coursework very clearly spelled out for
you in advance, with no room for elec-
tives, the lock-step cohort online MBA
program format was made for you. As
mentioned in Chapter Six, a lock-step
cohort online MBA program is one in
which a group of students are enrolled in
a program and all take the same pre-
defined courses together and in the same
sequence as strictly outlined by the
school.

Some institutions that offer online
MBA programs, such as the University of
Florida, Drexel University, Arizona State
University (ASU), and UMUC, have lock-
step cohort programs. Depending on the
school, an average-sized cohort would
contain about 30 students, and that may
be broken down into smaller cohorts of 5
to 6 students who work on team projects
together. The smaller cohorts will change
through the entire length of the program,
but the larger group of 30 may remain the
same up through graduation day.

The beauty of a lock-step cohort
program is that it facilitates strong rela-
tionships with fellow students, and these
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relationships could develop into meaning-
ful business networking opportunities
throughout your business career. Addi-
tionally, the strictness of a predefined
program in which you take specific
courses at specific intervals of times,
along with the support systems that
develop among students who are all doing
the same thing, are strong motivators to
complete your course of study on time,
which is particularly important in the
online learning modality. According to
Rungtusanatham, “we know from experi-
ence and from research that when you
have individuals learning remotely, there
is negative pressure for them to continue
unless they can feel as if they belong to
something and that there are others in
the same situation, under the same
learning agenda, whom they can rely on
from both a teamwork and interaction
perspective.”

The negative side of a lock-step cohort
is that you are locked in, meaning that for
approximately two years you are encour-
aged to enroll in each term, regardless of
what may be on your future agenda. In
most cases, however, schools are flexible
about this and will allow students to drop
out of a cohort and then drop in later and
enter a new cohort where they left off.
Also most schools will allow students at
least five years to complete a two-year
lock-step program. However, depending
on your circumstances, dropping out and
coming back in might not be the best
option, especially if you happen to be in a
really tight group of very experienced and
knowledgeable professionals that is
working very well together.

Corporate Input and Modernity
Many MBA programs have built up

sound relationships with corporations
that result in changes to the courses
being offered to students. In an effort to

stay modern, schools seek out the advice
of business managers about what kinds of
courses they should develop. At schools
such as Capella University and the Uni-
versity of Phoenix, for example, professors
in their online MBA programs are mostly
practicing professionals who frequently
contribute their insights to the overall
makeup and design of the school’s cur-
riculum and course content. At ASU and
at Indiana University, their histories of
offering customized MBA programs to
major international corporations has
helped to form online curriculums that
have remained up-to-date on some of the
latest business practices and strategies.

For example, “Companies have told us
that they need people who have project
management skills,” said
Rungtusanatham. “So we have a course
titled Project Management and another
titled Management of Technology and
Innovation, which represent an attempt
for us to help managers understand that
change is something that has to be
planned for and executed properly.”

Rungtusanatham further explained
that through one-on-one conversations
with executives and former students from
companies such as Deere & Company,
United Technologies, Lucent, and Chev-
ron that have participated in customized
corporate programs offered by the W.P.
Carey School of Business, as well as
through direct and indirect feedback he
obtains from working professionals en-
rolled in the courses he teaches, the W.P.
Carey School has been able to create an
academic-development environment that
is continuously changing and improving.

As a prospective online MBA student,
you need to take a look at whether the
school you are considering has any corpo-
rate influences affecting its course content
and overall curriculum-development
processes. One important and relatively



basic question you can ask is this: “Please
tell me how your school is keeping up
with modern business practices?”

For instance, business ethics courses
are popular today due primarily to all the
corporate scandals that have occurred in
recent years. Thus, since the spring 2004
term, the University of Maryland Univer-
sity College (UMUC) has integrated
business ethics components into all
courses in its online MBA program. “We
are religious about keeping our course
materials up-to-date,” said Hartigan,
“Students are very skeptical of material
that is not up-to-date, and they will call
us on it.”

Integration Is Key
Another approach you can take when

investigating a curriculum is to examine
how a complete course of study as a whole
learning experience will encapsulate
everything you need to know to succeed in
the world of business. This is where the
term integration comes into play. At
UMUC, the integration of business ethics
components into its overall curriculum is
only one part of the online MBA program’s
complete curriculum integration process,
said UMUC’s Hartigan. Themes are
integrated throughout the online MBA
program, making courses more like
“combinations of subjects. There is not
just a marketing course, or a business law
course, or a business ethics course. In-
stead, we integrate these subjects, and
others like quantitative methods,
throughout the curriculum.”

Aspects of a Well-Designed Program
According to Bartholomew Jae, former

vice president of products for Acadient, a
Boston-based company that designs
graduate-level business courses for higher
education, students should look for the
following elements in an online MBA
curriculum:

• Standards based. Is the curriculum
built according to regional and/or
professional accreditation standards?

• Highly structured. Do the students
know exactly where they are in the
program, how they are doing, and
what they need to do next? Do they
understand the purpose of each as-
signment in a course and how to get
help when they need it, as well as how
they will be graded?

• Learning outcomes-oriented.
Every module, course, lesson, or
assignment within the overall curricu-
lum should tie back to a desired
learning outcome (see Chapter Ten).

• Balanced workload. Are courses
designed so that you have a reason-
able period of time to complete self-
paced assignments, as well as team-
based assignments, along with enough
time to actively participate in discus-
sions related to such assignments?

• Highly interactive. Students should
be engaged through a variety of meth-
ods, including exercises, graphics, and
assignments that keep them in con-
tact with their fellow students and the
faculty teaching the courses.

• Transparent technology. Students
should encounter minimal distraction
from the usability and reliability of
the technology being used.

• High-quality content. The depth of
the content within courses should be
educationally rigorous, accurate, and
clear.

• Flexible instructor influence.
There should be built-in flexibility for
instructors to change assignments on-
the-fly to reflect current events and
changes in regulation or practice.

• Individualized. Faculty need to cater
to various adult learning types and
styles to ensure that ample opportuni-
ties are available for students to

Everything You Need To Know About Earning An MBA Online 39



40 Everything You Need To Know About Earning An MBA Online

reflect upon their understanding of
the material being taught and apply
them to real-life scenarios.

• Highly relevant. Courses should
have abundant examples that help
students understand how the knowl-
edge and skills they are learning will
be applied to actual work situations.

The Details Beneath the Surface
As this chapter informs you, there’s a

lot of detail beneath the surface of an

institution itself and the way it organizes
its online MBA at the program level. In
the next chapter, the details trickle down
to the course level and the types of educa-
tional technologies you’ll typically see in
an online course. In Chapter Ten there
are more details, including information on
a variety of teaching and learning tech-
niques and strategies that online MBA
programs use to ensure that you are
actually learning something of value.

CHAPTER NINE
The Technology of Online Courses

There’s some pretty slick technology
that is utilized for online courses.
When online teaching and learning

first came on the scene in the late 1980s,
it was comprised mostly of text-based
lectures and e-mail correspondence. Today
that has changed considerably, as online
learners take advantage of sophisticated
Web 2.0 educational technologies that
enable them to interact with each other
in ways that are highly conducive to
learning.

The focus for this chapter is on ex-
plaining what’s available to online learn-
ers from a technology point of view so that
you understand what you may or may not
see in your online courses.

There are numerous examples of how
educational technologies are used in
online MBA programs (and, in fact, in all
higher-education disciplines). All sorts of
electronic and web-based teaching and
learning tools form the interfaces and
functions of online courses, and it takes a
talented group of information technology

(IT) professionals and instructional
designers to make online teaching and
learning operate smoothly and effectively.

Some institutions are better at imple-
menting effective uses of educational
technologies, and better equipped, than
others. A lot depends on what kind of
staff, as well as what kind of investment
in software and technology-support, the
institution has allocated toward their
MBA program. For instance, some pro-
grams may have a talented staff support-
ing sophisticated audio/video productions
(known as rich media), for creating
streamed lectures and simulations of real-
world business challenges that students
can interact with. Other programs may
not have the means to create rich media
course elements and rely more on text-
based lectures and discussion forums for
teaching and learning.

Following are some of the educational
technology elements that you may or may
not see in your program of choice. Getting
a basic understanding of these elements



could form the basis of technology-ori-
ented questions you can ask before apply-
ing to any program.

How Online Courses Are Created
Many institutions have teaching,

learning, and technology centers, some-
times referred to as TLTs, with a staff of
instructional designers, webmasters,
writers, content experts, graphic design-
ers, software and multimedia experts,
and other IT specialists who help build
online courses.

Faculty are the main drivers behind
what goes into the online courses they
teach. They are the content or subject-
matter experts who typically start out the
course-development process by sharing
the course outlines and learning objec-
tives of their courses with the TLT staff.
The TLT staffers and faculty members
work as a team to hopefully create an
effective online teaching and learning
environment that students can easily
access and work through from their home
or business-office computer workstations
or laptops.

Instructional designers can be consid-
ered the second-most important drivers
behind the development of an online
course. These professionals help with the
organizational structure and methods
used for presenting online courses. They
will introduce faculty to online teaching
strategies, course content resources,
student activities, testing methods and
what kind of technologies may best fit
their desired teaching goals. They might
advise a faculty member, for instance, to
replace a long text-based lecture, or a
cumbersome list of links to academic
resources, with a well-designed Power-
Point presentation with audio compo-
nents.

Regardless of the kind of educational
technologies being used in in any online

course, these technologies are not as
important as the interactions you will
have with faculty and students, as well as
the actual learning you will accomplish by
completing all the required readings and
assignments.

“It did take some time to get accli-
mated to the online environment as a
student,” said Robert Breen, online MBA
student, Arizona State University. “My
initial reaction while reading the modules
of my first course was to get out a
highlighter and streak my notebook
computer screen with it. Since that course
I have found a balance of online reading
and offline printing that works pretty
well.”

Your Course Management System
In simple terms, the course manage-

ment system (CMS), which may some-
times be referred to as a learning man-
agement system (LMS), is the electronic
shell or graphical interface that holds all
the elements of your online courses. The
CMS also provides most of the underlying
operational software that controls such
things as file management, grading,
online testing, asynchronous and synchro-
nous discussions, and more.

There are basically two interfaces in
any CMS: the one used by faculty and
instructional designers to build out an
online course, and the one used by the
student to take an online course. Overall
you need not concern yourself with the
technical aspects of a CMS. The school
will give you an orientation on how every-
thing works and what you need to know
in order to utilize all the functions and
features of the CMS.

Most institutions will lease a CMS
from a software vendor, such Blackboard
or eCollege. For example, Arizona State
University uses Blackboard, and the
University of Colorado at Colorado
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Springs uses eCollege. There are other
CMS vendors, such as CyberlearningLab’s
Angel CMS, which is used by the Pennsyl-
vania State World Campus, and
Desire2Learn, used by the University of
Wisconsin system. Other institutions may
have built their own CMS, which is
referred to as a home-grown system, such
as the one used at the University of
Maryland University College, called
WebTycho; and the CMS used at the
University of Florida, called iNet; or the
CMS used by the University of Phoenix,
called eResource. All these CMS products
pretty much have similar features and
functions.

You will access a CMS, which is
hosted on servers either at the campus
you are enrolled in or on remote servers
owned and/or managed by the CMS
provider, through a username and pass-
word authentication process. Once you’re
in, the fun begins.

It All Starts with a Welcome Message
and a Syllabus

Just like in a traditional classroom
environment, your instructor will provide
you with a welcome message and a sylla-
bus that outlines all the elements of your
online course. Like almost everything else
in the course, the syllabus resides in your
CMS. The syllabus starts with an intro-
ductory message from the instructor,
including contact information and office
hours he or she may hold via live chat, e-
mail, or telephone.

All textbooks and any online supple-
mental course materials, such as online
lectures and other readings, required for
the course will be duly noted, along with
the course objectives, a description of how
you will be graded, and a course outline
that lists what is required of you on a
weekly basis.

Most weekly course requirements
include a good deal of reading, listening,
and/or viewing of a variety of course
material and resources, depending on the
educational technologies being used; a list
of discussion topics related to the read-
ings, with deadlines for when you need to
post your comments and respond to other
students’ comments on the discussion
board; a number of exercises, online
quizzes, and exams; and possibly some
precise days and times when you need to
participate in an online web conference,
or live chat, or in a teleconference, to
interact in real time with your fellow
students and the teacher.

Your weekly course work will typically
be broken up into modules, which is
basically a way of dividing up the entire
course into smaller pieces that are more
easily digestible. These modules will be
related and integrated with each other to
form the structure of an entire course.

Textbooks and Other
Reading Material

Depending on the school, the text-
books and other supplemental course
material you will need as you move
through your coursework may come in
many different shapes and sizes. Text-
books, which you will be able to purchase
online through the campus bookstore,
may be supplied as digitized electronic
books over the web or in the more typical
hardcover printed form, which will be
shipped to you. Even if a textbook is
available only in print, many of today’s
textbooks have accompanying websites
and/or supplemental reading and viewing
material supplied on CD-ROMs or DVDs..

There is a relatively new movement by
the textbook publishing industry that is
pushing more textbooks into the digitized
format because they are less expensive to
produce and thereby less costly for stu-



dents to purchase, as well as easier to
distribute and to update.

The University of Phoenix has spear-
headed what could be a sign of the future
of digitized textbooks, also called eBooks,
in online MBA programs through a ser-
vice it offers to its students called
eLibrary.

eLibrary is a customized publishing
service whereby instructors can pick and
choose segments of a variety of electronic
textbooks to include as reading material
in a course, instead of having students
purchase one or two primary textbooks
that may have some superfluous informa-
tion or may not cover absolutely every-
thing an instructor may want to cover in a
particular course. The eLibrary service
also allows students to search through
numerous electronic textbooks to obtain
segmented information by their topic of
choice.

Supplemental reading material can
include research papers, business journal
and magazine articles, digital library
resources, business-related websites, and
lots of case studies in digitized form.
Much more information about how elec-
tronic case studies are used in online
MBA programs is provided in Chapter
Ten.

Lectures in an Online Course
Obviously, many courses, be they

online or on-campus, have lectures. At the
University of Florida’s Internet MBA
program, some faculty burn their lectures
onto DVDs. These DVDs might also
include Microsoft PowerPoint presenta-
tions, supplemental video clips, and
animated simulations.

According to Alex Sevilla, University
of Florida MBA program director, “The
DVDs we use are much more of a show
than a talking head where you put a disk
into your computer and hear a faculty

member drone on about a particular topic.
It is very much meant to simulate a real
lecture environment, where faculty talk
on a particular topic, show their Power-
Point slides, and highlight certain content
and resources that interact with their
lecture.”

PowerPoint is pretty much the soft-
ware of choice used by businesses for
viewing presentations online, in a live
meeting, or via external media such as
DVDs and CD-ROMs. In the online learn-
ing world, it’s not any different. Many
faculty compose their lectures with Pow-
erPoint slides and add audio and anima-
tion to them. Depending on the program’s
technology infrastructure, you may be
able to access PowerPoint lectures with
audio through your CMS over the web.
Other programs will ship you CD-ROMs
or DVDs that hold the PowerPoint lec-
tures.

Still others may have lectures video
streamed and provided online through
such software plug-ins as RealPlayer,
Macromedia Flash, or Windows Media
Player. (Refer to Chapter Thirteen for
information about technical require-
ments, including video streaming plug-
ins.) Others may have text-based lectures
provided in Microsoft Word or as PDF-
formatted documents, or simply posted on
a web page. The beauty of all of these
methods - although anything that is
purely text-based these days is pretty
boring - is that the lecture is recorded and
can be viewed again and again. So, if
you’re not getting the subject matter
under discussion, you can always go back
repeatedly until you do.

Web Conferencing
One of the more modern trends in

educational technologies is web
conferencing, which is a technology that
allows students and faculty to collaborate
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over an Internet connection in real time.
Classes meet online in a special confer-
ence area that allows them to communi-
cate with each other while simultaneously
displaying PowerPoint presentations,
text, graphics, and video clips. With the
proper software and equipment, such as a
computer microphone, speakers, and
sound card, students and faculty are able
to speak with each other during presenta-
tions as well as share and store files and
links to online resources, conduct polls,
and use a whiteboard to annotate their
presentation or draw onscreen.

The only downfall to this kind of
educational technology is that it is syn-
chronous, requiring everyone to be online
at the same time, which is amplified if
students live in different time zones. Plus
busy professionals who frequently travel
may encounter difficulties accessing this
kind of technology over their on-the-road
Internet connections. However, web
conferences can be recorded for later
viewing if you can’t make the live online
gathering. Some of the leading web
conferencing software vendors in higher
education include CentraNow,
Macromedia Breeze, Microsoft Office Live
Meeting, HorizonLive, and Elluminate
(not by any means an exhaustive list).

According to Sevilla, “The students
using our web conferencing tool
(CentraNow) speak very highly of it, and
many of them understand what a quality
product it is because they use it on the
corporate side. My guess is that in three
to four years, this won’t be a competitive
advantage for us because everybody will
have some kind of web conferencing tool
that works well.”

Web conferencing technology is a
trend that has been occurring for some
time at major corporations that see it as a
means for making dynamic online presen-
tations to their employees, partners, and

sales prospects worldwide and conse-
quently saving dollars on travel costs.

Many online MBA programs have
adopted this technology or have future
plans of using web conferencing in their
online courses.

The Almighty Discussion Board
Because many online students cannot

take full advantage of synchronous (real-
time) educational technologies such as the
aforementioned web conferencing tools,
the next best thing, and the most ubiqui-
tous technology in an online course, is the
online discussion board, which is an
asynchronous communication technology
that does not require real-time access. I
discuss this topic more fully in Chapters
Fifteen, Sixteen, and Seventeen.

Basically, the discussion board is the
heart and soul of most online courses.
Every CMS has discussion board soft-
ware. Essentially, discussion boards all
work pretty much the same, with the
professor opening up discussions by
posting a thought-provoking comment,
question, or challenge, such as an assign-
ment to analyze and resolve a problem
represented in a business case study.
Students respond to the professor ’s post,
hopefully intelligently and in a meaning-
ful way that spurs more discussion among
all students in the course. The initial post
ends up becoming a long thread of re-
sponses and varied points of view that
ultimately leads to a learning experience.

“A huge part of our courses is the
discussion board, which is used to analyze
cases,” said Paula O’Callaghan, fomer
director of the Syracuse University iMBA
program. “It works very well in our pro-
gram because it is asynchronous. Our
students are in 10 time zones. The discus-
sion board is the single most used feature
in Blackboard.”



Chatting Online
Live chat is another synchronous tool

within your CMS that enables you to
communicate with students and faculty in
real time. Chat is pretty much limited to
only text-based messaging that users type
into a text field, so it does not have all the
bells and whistles of web conferencing
software. Live chat is used in those in-
stances where students and faculty may
want an immediate response to a discus-
sion or lecture. It is also frequently used
by professors to hold live office hours at
specific days and times.

“Syracuse University introduced me to
a whole new realm when it comes to
digital convergence,” said Mike Venable,
Syracuse University iMBA graduate. “I
could communicate with my classmates
via e-mail or real-time group chats. The
Blackboard technology was a critical
element to my learning experience at SU.”

Teleconferencing
The good old telephone is also fre-

quently used in online MBA programs,
especially for team-based projects where
groups of students need to speak with
each other to organize each other’s re-
sponsibilities and deadlines concerning
team assignments, which are common in
online MBA programs (see Chapters Ten
and Seventeen). Phone-conferencing
systems are used in online courses for
real-time, voice-to-voice interaction
among classmates and the instructor.
Participants dial in to a special number
and join a meeting by entering an ID
code. In some cases, the phone conference
is recorded and digitized and becomes
available for review online.

Simulations
The use of electronic simulations is

another learning tool that is popular in
online MBA programs, as well as in on-

campus MBA programs. Simulations
provide an electronic representation of
real-world business challenges that
students can interact with repeatedly. The
underlying goal is to make the right
business decisions and ultimately learn
something during the decision-making
process.

The University of Phoenix, for ex-
ample, has a set of custom business
simulations that place students in real-
world situations. The simulations are
created in Macromedia Flash. Students
role play as managers who must make a
crucial business decision, such as pricing
a new product, or developing a marketing
strategy, or implementing a technology
plan. They are provided with information
such as marketing reports and financial
data that will help during the decision-
making process. The simulations are
divided into cycles of time - week, month,
quarter, year. Students input their deci-
sions and are given feedback.

Simulations are often referred to as
the premiere model for engaging students
in effective problem-based learning envi-
ronments. Problem-based teaching and
learning is discussed in greater detail in
Chapter Ten.

Online Quizzes and Exams
The typical multiple-choice, fill-in-the-

blank, and short-answer and long-answer
quizzes and exams are included in many
online MBA courses. In particular, quanti-
tative courses rely heavily on quizzes that
test your knowledge of calculation theo-
ries and concepts, as well as your ability
to solve computational challenges with
accuracy.

Many quizzes and exams are exactly
like take-home tests, except they are
conducted with the aid of spreadsheet and
database software such as Microsoft Excel
or Microsoft Access. Some CMS products,

Everything You Need To Know About Earning An MBA Online 45



46 Everything You Need To Know About Earning An MBA Online

or other software applications, have
equation editors that allow students to do
math equations online. For online quiz-
zes, the instructor may give you a specific
date when the test will be made available
through your CMS, and a password to
access the quiz. Some online quizzes are
timed and consequently shut down over a
pre-established period beginning from the
moment you log on to take it.

For final exams, you may be required
to set up proctoring arrangements, mean-
ing you’ll need to be under supervision as
you take the exam. Sometimes these can
be arranged through testing centers at
local colleges within your area. In Chap-
ter Sixteen, I discuss quizzes, exams, and
test-taking skills.

Grading
Grading is also conducted online. Your

professor will clearly outline how your
final grade will be determined. Like on-
campus courses, your grade will be calcu-
lated by percentages aligned with specific
tasks. For example, a grading rubric may
be divided as 20 percent for quizzes, 10
percent for team responses, and 60 per-
cent for the final exam. Or it may be 50
percent quizzes and exams and 50 percent
written assignments. The CMS may have
a grade book tool that faculty use to
record and keep track of your grades.

Your progress as you move through
the course will be made public to you and
you alone when the faculty releases that
information to you through the CMS,
usually displayed in a table with your
point totals for each item and your overall
grade

CHAPTER TEN
Course Objectives and Learning Outcomes

All these fascinating educational
technologies in online MBA pro-
grams are really secondary to

what should be foremost on your mind,
which is what am I going to learn? What
kind of skills will I have when I graduate?
How can I apply what I am learning to
my job and to my career-advancement
goals? A course with all the latest techno-
logical bells and whistles is really no
course at all if the eventual outcome is
that your are no more knowledgeable
than when you started. You will, however,
definitely be poorer after you have paid
your tuition, regardless of what you may
or may not have learned.

Hence, this chapter is all about what
online MBA teaching techniques and struc-
tures are the most effective for facilitating
learning and gaining managerial skills, as
well as how you might spot a school’s
ability to meet its mission to teach you the
right stuff.

Competency-Based Learning
Competency-based learning and learn-

ing outcomes are two terms you may run
across as you search for the right online
MBA program. Both are particularly use-
ful practices because each deals with the
connection between the academic content
of a curriculum and what a student has
learned or can demonstrate as a skill.



Competency-based learning is an
education practice that measures and
demonstrates what a student is capable of
accomplishing as a result of what he or
she has learned. Related to competency-
based learning are learning outcomes,
which are the clearly stated capabilities
or desired results of a learning experi-
ence.

AACSB addresses what it calls the
“assurance of learning standards” in its
documentation of “Eligibility Procedures
and Accreditation Standards for Business
Accreditation,” stating that business
schools should have “well-documented
systematic processes to develop, monitor,
evaluate, and revise the substance and
delivery of curricula of degree programs
and assess the impact of the curricula on
learning.” Additionally, AACSB identifies
three broad capacities that students
should develop at the Master ’s level:
• “Capacity to lead in organizational

situations.
• Capacity to apply knowledge in new

and unfamiliar circumstances through
a conceptual understanding of rel-
evant disciplines.

• Capacity to adapt and innovate to
solve problems, to cope with unfore-
seen events, and to manage in unpre-
dictable environments.”
The Council for Higher Education

Accreditation also addresses the topic of
learning outcomes, stating in its publica-
tion “Accreditation and Assuring Quality
in Distance Learning” that over the past
10 years accreditation standards, in
general, have changed to having a stron-
ger focus on student achievement and
that institutions are required to document
their effectiveness in “meeting their
educational mission and goals and that
student outcomes are at an acceptable
level.”

Competency-based learning and

learning outcomes emphasize practical
knowledge that MBA students can apply
to their work immediately. An example
might be an accounting course where a
student must demonstrate his or her
ability to post a double-entry bookkeeping
ledger, which, in essence, is a visible
manifestation of knowledge gained.
Another example might be based on a
case-study teaching and learning method
where a team of students analyzes a
business challenge and comes up with a
solution that includes a business and
marketing plan that requires them to
create a detailed financial section with
spreadsheets showing income and cash-
flow forecasts. How case studies are used
in online courses is explained later in this
chapter.

So, in general, how are schools build-
ing their curriculums to measure up to
these kinds of standards? At Capella
University, for instance, the entire online
MBA curriculum has been converted to a
competency-based learning environment.
The same holds true for the University of
Phoenix, which has a highly structured
program that clearly states what MBA
students will learn and how they will be
continuously assessed on whether certain
skill levels have been achieved as they
move through each of their courses.
“We want to make sure MBA learners
leave our program and then go back to the
job and immediately have an impact,”
said Barbara Butts Williams, faculty
director of Capella University’s Online
MBA program. “We try to build our
projects around relevant problems that
they can solve immediately.”

Capella’s Coaches
At Capella University, part of the

focus on competencies and learning
outcomes revolves around an innovative
Professional Effectiveness Coaching Core.
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In addition to a business core, where
students take core required courses, and a
professional effectiveness core, where
students study the best practices of
effective management, Capella fosters a
professional coaching environment geared
toward applying what students learn in
their courses to their jobs. The way it
works is that students have the option of
choosing a professional business coach
who has been hired by Capella to provide
objective one-on-one guidance to MBA
students with relation to applying new
behaviors on their jobs and helping them
develop and implement plans to achieve
career goals.

Capella students choose coaches by
reviewing a list of coach bios and listening
to audiotaped perspectives from the
coaches online. The student then identi-
fies his or her top three coach preferences,
and based on the coach’s load of students,
a selection is made and then confirmed
with the MBA student. The coach and the
MBA student then establish an agree-
ment for how they will work together,
with the relationship intended to last as
long as the student is actively enrolled in
the program. According to Williams, “the
intent of the personal coaching relation-
ship is to help learners stretch their skills
in key areas of performance improvement
and apply what they learn right away, so
they can demonstrate an impact on re-
sults within their organizations and help
reposition themselves for success.”

The Phoenix Model
At the University of Phoenix, online

MBA students follow a straightforward
course design that begins by clearly
stating what the learning objectives are
during each week of any given course
within the program. The learning objec-
tives align with a popular educational
classification system commonly known by

academics as Bloom’s taxonomy, which
has its roots in research conducted back
in the 1950s by former University of
Chicago Professor of Education Benjamin
Bloom. Bloom identified six levels of
learning: knowledge, comprehension,
application, analysis, synthesis, and
evaluation. Bloom’s taxonomy has since
been posthumously expanded and revised
by numerous education professionals. At
the University of Phoenix, it has helped
faculty and instructional designers align
learning objectives, course exercises, and
course testing requirements in a way that
allows online MBA students to demon-
strate that they have mastered more than
50 business-related competencies.

Basically, competencies are reached
through critical readings and exercises,
including interacting with peers in discus-
sion boards, and then the students are
assessed through quizzes and examina-
tions. An exercise within a course will
have instructions that use verbs that fall
within the six levels of learning identified
by Bloom - knowledge, comprehension,
application, analysis, synthesis, and
evaluation.

So, for example, a student or team of
students may be required to analyze,
understand, synthesize, evaluate, apply,
create, and develop a marketing plan
based on one or more case studies and a
required set of readings. Before, during,
and after students work on their exercises
and tests, they are required to discuss
their work with their peers and faculty
inside the course discussion board, where
learning takes place from student to
student and from faculty to student.

Program Maps
Online MBA students at the Univer-

sity of Phoenix are also able to see pre-
cisely what they should be able to accom-
plish within any course in the program



through a relatively new online informa-
tion service called Program Maps.

Program Maps are based on areas of
learning called domains. Within each
domain are subcategories of learning.
Under each subcategory is a description of
what is required of the student in a
particular course inside a particular area
of learning. So, for instance, a student can
click on the Business Planning and Devel-
opment domain and see a flowchart
showing the following three subcategories
within that domain: Strategic Planning,
Marketing, and Business Research. When
the student clicks on Strategic Planning,
a description of what is required within a
specific module of a specific course pops
up. In this case, it’s from week six of an
economics course, and the result of the

Program Map reveals that the student
“will analyze a product or service offered
by an organization and the market in
which it competes, explore relevant
forecasts, and recommend nonpricing
strategies to enhance sales.”

Grading Rubric
For that final, all-important piece of

the class - earning a grade - faculty will
gauge how much a student learns and put
a grade on a student’s assignment within
a course by using what’s commonly re-
ferred to in online teaching parlance as a
grading rubric, an example of which, from
a University of Phoenix accounting
course, is shown below:

Other Competency-Based Teaching
ACC/583 Rubric for Week One Assignment: Tax Research and Planning Paper

Unsatisfactory Satisfactory ExceptionalCriterion

Explain Role of
Tax Planning in
Business

Failed to explain the
role of tax planning
in the business
environment, incor-
porating the four
maxims of tax plan-
ning and six steps in
tax law research.

Failed to evaluate
three tax research
sources, or failed to
compare the charac-
teristics of the three
to recommend the
best resource.

Failed to analyze
the role of ethics in
tax planning, focus-
ing on evaluating
the difference be-
tween tax avoidance
and tax evasion.

Adequately explained
the role of tax plan-
ning in the business
environment, incorpo-
rating the four max-
ims of tax planning
and six steps in tax
law research.

Evaluated three tax
research sources and
compared the char-
acteristics of the
three to recommend
the best resource.

Analyzed the role of
ethics in tax plan-
ning, focusing on
evaluating the differ-
ence between tax
avoidance and tax
evasion.

In addition to meeting
the requirements of
satisfactory, assessed
the challenges of inte-
grating tax planning
with an organization’s
strategic planning,
goals, and objectives.

In addition to meeting
the requirements of
satisfactory, assessed
the limitations of
the recommended
resource.

In addition to meeting
the requirements of
satisfactory, suggested
ways to enhance the
role of ethics in tax
planning.

Evaluate Three Tax
Research Sources

Analyze the Role of
Ethics
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and Learning Styles
Examination and analysis of business

case studies is another prevalent teaching
and learning style that helps online MBA
students develop the practical skills they
need to become successful business man-
agers.

Virtual team projects is another
important teaching and learning method
used in online MBA curriculums. Both
methods are geared toward building
competencies that are aligned with learn-
ing objectives and outcomes.

Case Studies
What academics call case-based

teaching has historically been an effective
way for MBA students to participate in
true-to-life simulations of a wide variety
of business practices. A case study is
usually a nonfictional story of about 10 to
30 pages in length written by a profes-
sional case writer who outlines all the
details of a specific business situation,
such as how company X faced the chal-
lenge of building a customer service
department, or how company Y created an
advertising campaign. Other cases are
more holistic and might explore how a
company rose to prominence within a
certain sector, and how senior manage-
ment faced a wide variety of challenges
during its early growth phase.

The most well-known publisher of
case studies is the Harvard Business
School, which, as stated on its website,
believes that “the case method is by far
the most powerful way to learn the skills
required to manage, and to lead.” Other
well-known publishers of case studies
include Babson College, Darden Business
Publishing, Stanford Graduate School of
Business, Thunderbird’s American Gradu-
ate School of Business Education, and
many others.

In some online MBA programs, stu-

dents are supplied with digital versions of
such case studies, supplied through a
company called Xanedu. Xanedu aggre-
gates and supplies copyright-cleared case
studies from all the major case-study
publishers, as well as other business-
related articles from numerous newspa-
pers and magazines through a partner-
ship it has with the ProQuest online
information service, into a web-based
interface. Faculty members or course
developers go into the Xanedu web-based
system, search for relevant case studies
and articles they want their students to
read and analyze, and, with the click of a
mouse, create what’s called a Course Pack
of these preselected materials for stu-
dents to access inside their online course
modules.

Students are instructed to carefully
review these materials and are asked a
series of related questions by the profes-
sor inside the course’s asynchronous
discussion board. The students are asked
what they would do in the situation or
situations provided in the case study.
They might also be given a variety of
decisions to choose from and defend.
Based on their answers, students can be
divided into teams that must defend their
positions through presentations and
interactions with the rest of their class-
mates.

Team Projects
Working together as a group on a

specific project is not uncommon in the
business world, and therefore many
online MBA programs have a strong
emphasis on team-based learning assign-
ments that often involve case studies. The
course management system will have
online tools that help to facilitate team
projects online, such as private virtual
rooms where team members can exchange
files and communicate with each other



teams is that it can establish dislikes and
friction between students, especially in
situations where everyone is not pulling
his or her weight equally. Chapter Seven-
teen discusses how to survive team
projects.

“The main reason why we require
team projects is because our advisory
board of business people recommends
them,” said Rosemary Hartigan, professor
and director of business and executive
programs at the University of Maryland
University College. “We asked business
people what they want MBA students to
be capable of doing, and they said that it
is very important that they be able to
work in teams.”

The Infrastructure Supporting
Course Development

Now that you know about the tech-
nologies used in online learning (from
Chapter Nine) as well as the competency-
based teaching and learning techniques
used in online courses, how do you get an
idea about a program’s ability to build
and actually integrate the technology,
teaching and learning in an effective
manner?

One way is to try to get a sense for
how an online MBA program is supported
by the institution. Does the program, for
instance, have a teaching, learning, and
technology staff, similar to what I men-
tioned in Chapter Nine, actively assisting
its faculty with the design and implemen-
tation of effective competency-based
learning environments? Or are faculty
more or less left on their own?

When you are talking to online MBA
program administrators, simply ask them
about the nature of their educational
technology and online teaching support
systems. Do they have a team of instruc-
tional designers who regularly assist
faculty with course development? What

both asynchronously and synchronously.
Frequently team members will also be
required to communicate by telephone at
times during the process.

Typically a team project concludes
with a presentation or paper that the
team has jointly created. Sometimes a
team project will take an entire semester
or term. For example, a group of students
might work on a creating a full-blown
business plan, or they may be required to
write a research paper on a modern
business evolution occurring on an inter-
national scale, culminating in a live face-
to-face presentation at the end of the
course (if the program includes a resi-
dency requirement). At Syracuse Univer-
sity, for instance, team project presenta-
tions are held during their last residency
requirement, when they also hold final
exams. If the school does not have a
residency requirement, such presenta-
tions may be conducted with a web-
conferencing tool such as described in
Chapter Nine, or as a PowerPoint presen-
tation with audio components. Team
project presentations are usually evalu-
ated by both fellow students and the
professor, who will give your team a grade
based on the quality and depth of work
performed.

Team-based assignments that con-
clude in a professional presentation
obviously mimic the real world and can
therefore easily be considered a compe-
tency-based learning technique based on
specific learning objectives and outcomes.
One of the benefits of working in teams is
that the team can establish great busi-
ness relationships between students in
which individuals bring out their exper-
tise and share knowledge and practical
advice openly, learning from each other as
opposed to learning only from the profes-
sor or the work performed individually.

One of the drawbacks of working in
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kind of background and experience do
their instructional designers have? Ask
whether you can talk to their chief educa-
tional technology person to get a better
sense for what their courses are like and
whether their courses have incorporated
competency-based elements. Again, you’ll
have to make a judgment call based on
the response you get. A bit of frustration
and hesitancy coming through the phone,
or a sound bite that overly resembles an
advertisement, may be a clue that the
program is simply an online version of a
boring experience.

“A lot of the best programs are at
schools that have a very strong instruc-
tional design or educational technology
department on campus. It informs the
way they are able to create effective
courses,” said Emily Thompson, assistant
director, W.P. Carey MBA - Online Pro-
gram at Arizona State University.

For the most part, institutions that
have a history of offering online degree
programs also have adequate online
education support infrastructures. Some
of the more established providers of
online MBA programs, such as the Uni-
versity of Maryland University College,
Regis University, Athabasca University,
the University of Florida, and Indiana
University, have built efficient teaching,
learning, and technology centers that
have gone through the trial-and-error
processes that are typically part and
parcel of an institution’s ability to provide
effective online programs.

This does not mean, however, that
smaller institutions are not capable of
creating academically sound online learn-
ing environments. For example, Marist
College, a relatively small AACSB-accred-
ited private, nonprofit school in
Poughkeepsie, New York, and the first
college in New York State to gain ap-
proval to offer its entire MBA program
online, is steeped in a unique collabora-
tive culture known for its community
building and personalized services.
Marist has figured out how to transfer
that culture to the online modality.

“Small colleges might have a unique
advantage in the type of culture that they
have and how they can replicate that
culture in an online world,” said Tina
Royal, director of technology training,
Marist College

Basically the amount of knowledge
and skills acquired in an online program
should be no different from what’s pro-
vided in its equivalent on-campus MBA
program. “Online learning gives people a
new approach or new modality (for teach-
ing and learning), but it does not neces-
sarily mean that the quality of the educa-
tional process is going to be anything
less,” added Royal.

Keep that quality factor in mind at all
times as you go through the decision-
making process of where you want to earn
your  MBA degree.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Getting In

To put it succinctly and in very
general terms, some online MBA
program admission requirements

are more stringent and competitive than
others. It’s simply your job to find out
what those requirements are and then
decide whether the odds of getting ac-
cepted at any particular institution are
worth the effort. After all, you don’t want
to waste your time going through all the
paperwork (and the possibility of required
tests) of an admissions process only to
find out you’re not accepted.

This chapter provides an overview of
admission requirements and some strate-
gies for how you should meet them.

What’s Required
To give you an overall sense of admis-

sion requirements, the following examples
reveal a spectrum of different admission
processes that I have personally qualified
as having either low, medium, or high
standards. My personal definitions for
these three categories, based on extensive
research and interviews I have conducted
as an education journalist, are as follows:
• Low admission requirements.

These are schools that accept just
about any applicant as long as the
applicant has an undergraduate
degree.

• Medium admission requirements.
Similar to low admission require-
ments in that a high percentage of
applicants get accepted, but you have
to jump through more hoops to meet
all the requirements.

• High admission requirements.
These are more selective than most

schools, requiring that you meet a
longer list of more specific require-
ments than the “medium” programs.
Schools with high admission require-
ments may reject anywhere from 25
percent to 60 percent of applicants.
However, they typically have a
prescreening process, whereby they
will politely advise those prospective
students who don’t look acceptable not
to apply, or to work harder at boosting
their acceptability factors before they
actually go through the application
process.
The following examples should give

you a better sense for how low, median,
and high admission requirements are
applied to online MBA programs.

Schools with Low
Admission Requirements

Capella University, the University of
Phoenix, and Jones International, three
for-profit institutions, fit into this cat-
egory of having low admission require-
ments. All three of these schools do not
require prospective students to take the
Graduate Management Admission Test
(GMAT), nor do they stipulate that appli-
cants need much more than a Bachelor ’s
degree in order to be accepted into their
programs. The University of Maryland
University College (UMUC) also fits into
this category, because it, too, does not
require applicants to take the GMAT.
UMUC does, however, require all of its
newly accepted online MBA students to
take a one-credit MBA Fundamentals
course (described in Chapter Fifteen) that
gets them off and running into the pro-
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gram. Also, students can opt out of the
fundamentals course if they took the
GMAT test and achieved a score of 600 or
higher.

With regard to undergraduate degree
requirements, Capella stipulates that
applicants’ official undergraduate tran-
scripts must indicate a cumulative grade-
point average (GPA) of at least 2.30 on a
4.0 scale, and the University of Phoenix
and Jones International stipulate a 2.50
cumulative GPA for their Bachelor’s
degree requirement.

In my opinion, the fact that these
schools all have requirements that give
every applicant with a bachelor ’s degree a
very likely chance of being accepted does
not mean that their online MBA programs
are any easier to graduate from than
online MBA programs that have more
stringent admission requirements.

“Our admission requirements are
pretty straightforward,” said Rosemary
Hartigan, director of business and execu-
tive programs at UMUC. “Students must
have an undergraduate degree from an
accredited university to be admitted.
Student writing skills will be assessed to
see if they need a remedial course. They
must pass AMBA 600 MBA Fundamen-
tals, which is, in part, a screening tool, as
well as a method of orienting the students
to online learning, MBA culture, and as a
primer for the skills they need to succeed
in the program.”

Schools with Medium
Admission Requirements

Schools with medium admission
requirements will stipulate that students
must take the GMAT test, but not stipu-
late that a particular score must be
achieved. They may also stipulate that
applicants have a certain number of years
of work experience, and a number of other
general requirements, such as letters of

recommendation, a resume, an essay, and
an interview. Some schools that fit into
this medium category include Regis
University, University of Massachusetts
(UMass) Amherst, Florida State Univer-
sity (FSU), and Portland State University
(PSU).

In addition to the above, every institu-
tion has its own quirks, so to speak. For
example, Regis University is a bit less
stringent about its GMAT requirement,
stipulating that two analytical essays can
replace the test. FSU states in its admis-
sion requirements that all applicants
must also complete specific business
foundation courses with a cumulative
GPA of 3.00 or better prior to enrollment
in the MBA program. However, relevant
work experience may serve as a substi-
tute for one or more of these courses.

“We look at their transcripts, refer-
ences, and writing and evaluate all that
before we conduct an interview,” said
Regis University MBA Professor Ed
Cooper. “We will then make a decision
with them and basically let them know if
they have a deficiency. Students have
some choice. It is not likely that we will
have a student applying for admission
with poor writing skills, but they do have
alternatives, such as enrolling in an
online writing course or an online critical
thinking course.

Schools with High
Admission Requirements

These will have very similar require-
ments as medium schools but they will
explain their admission requirements in
more detail. In other words, you’ll have to
jump through a few more hoops to get
recognized. Some schools that fit into this
category include Indiana University,
University of Florida, Syracuse Univer-
sity, and Penn State World Campus. (By
the way, these schools also have some of
the highest tuition costs.)
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In addition to your undergraduate
GPA, Indiana University’s Kelly Direct
program website notes that “analytical
thinking and quantitative tools have a
significant influence on success in our
programs, so we expect you to be compe-
tent in algebra, be comfortable with the
use of spreadsheets, and have a basic
knowledge of statistics. But no matter
what your academic experience or how
unusual your background, we encourage
you to apply.”

University of Florida explicitly states
that they are “very selective.” Its admis-
sions committee looks for “evidence of
intellectual ability, managerial promise
and community involvement. Strong
interpersonal skills, communication
ability, motivation, maturity, career focus
and leadership potential are also impor-
tant qualities in prospective students.”
Successful applicants demonstrate high
performance in academic ability, profes-
sional experience and personal character.

“We definitely look at what somebody
has been doing in their career,” said Alex
Sevilla, director of MBA Programs, Uni-
versity of Florida. “How focused have they
been? What kind of accomplishments
have they been able to complete? How
solid is that work experiences and the
direction in which they are heading
professionally. Academically we clearly
take a stronger look at students that have
participated in peer institutions, nation-
ally renowned four-year institutions, in
addition to their GPA. And finally we
require the GMAT for every single one of
our students.”

Syracuse University notes that admis-
sion into its iMBA program is “highly
selective,” requiring five years or more of
post-graduate full-time work experience.
In addition, it is noted on their website
that “no formula is employed in admission
decision-making.

“Candidates are evaluated individu-
ally, with special consideration given to
professional experience and accomplish-
ments, including potential for career
growth and advancement. Other factors
considered are the candidate’s prior
academic success, and communication
skills, as evidenced in the application
essays and the required admission inter-
view.”

Penn State’s online MBA program “is
suitable for individuals of diverse aca-
demic and professional backgrounds and
requires no prerequisite course work.
However, previous course work in ac-
counting, economics, math, and statistics,
or knowledge of these subjects gained
through work experience adds to the
strength of your application portfolio.”

What Else About Admissions?
Many of the schools that I have talked

with are not real specific about how many
students apply to their program and how
many ultimately get accepted. However, I
think for the schools that have high
admission requirements, which are typi-
cally lock-step cohort programs that can
only accept a set number of students each
term, the standard procedure is for the
program’s administrators to act as
gatekeepers who advise prospective
students on their good or not-so-good odds
of getting accepted before they go through
the entire admissions process.

At the schools that have medium
admission requirements and are also lock-
step programs with caps on the number of
students they accept, it could become just
as competitive as the schools with high
admission requirements, depending on
the school you are applying to. For ex-
ample, FSU, which is a lock-step cohort
program, received 167 prospective stu-
dent applicants for the fall 2004 launch of
its very first offering of online MBA
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programs, which consists of a general
MBA and concentrations in hospitality
administration and real estate finance
and analysis. The program accepted 66
students, and 53 enrolled.

The reason for the competitive nature
of FSU’s program launch could be due to a
number of factors, including the fact that
it has a large alumni base of business
undergraduate students who were ini-
tially seeking to enroll in the program,
along with having relatively low tuition
costs. For 2004, the cost was $18,695 for
non-Florida residents, and $17,493 for
Florida residents. Of the 66 students who
were accepted into the program, 28 were
FSU alumni, and 47 were Florida resi-
dents.

The bottom line is it all depends on
the school. For those schools with medium
to high admission requirements, you’ll
have to feel out the admissions process
and your odds of getting accepted by
talking to the administrators and/or
counselors of the program before you start
filling out forms, writing essays, and
taking the GMAT.

Application Trends
From a national perspective,  no

statistical data is available related to
online MBA applicants,. However, data on
trends concerning the growth and decline
in the number of applicants in traditional
MBA programs are avaialable through a
study conducted by the Graduate Man-
agement Admission Council (GMAC;
provider of the GMAT).

GMAC published a 2004 Application
Trends Survey that tracked the percent
change in the number of graduate busi-
ness school applications for enrollment in
the 2003-2004 school year and compared
it to the number of applications in the
2002-2003 school year. The survey re-
vealed that 78 percent of full-time, two-

year business graduate programs experi-
enced a decline in the 2003-2004 applica-
tion cycle compared to 2002-2003. On the
other side of this decline, however, 53
percent of Executive MBA (EMBA) pro-
grams reported an increase in application
volume. Some educators see this growth
trend in EMBAs, which are geared toward
adult working professionals, as a positive
predictor of future growth in online MBA
programs that target a very similar
student demographic.

Basically, prospective MBA students,
in general, are increasingly seeking out
programs that allow them to maintain
their jobs while earning their degrees.
Plus, as employers and prospective stu-
dents alike become more cognizant of the
availability and quality of online MBA
programs, the competition could become
stronger for getting accepted into schools
with medium to high admission require-
ments. It could also mean that the schools
with low admission requirements will
continue to see an increase in the number
of applicants to their online MBA pro-
grams.

The University of Phoenix (low admis-
sion requirements) is a perfect example of
how this trend is already occurring; its
fully online MBA program and FlexNet
(part online and part face to face) MBA
program have continued to grow substan-
tially in the number of students enrolled
over recent years.

At Penn State World Campus, “Online
applications are increasing each year,”
says John Fizel iMBA program director.
“We are up about 25 percent each year,
and we probably admit around 50 per-
cent, or more, of the people who apply.”

Preparing for the Admission Process
If you are entertaining the possibility

of applying to a school with medium to
high admissions requirements, you will

56 Everything You Need To Know About Earning An MBA Online



need to address three primary measures
of applicant quality:
• The GMAT
• Essay and/or statement of purpose
• The interview

Most schools will also ask for one or
two letters of recommendation from
professionals you have worked with or
studied under, and they will suggest that
these letters address both your academic
and business acumen.

All these measures combined become
your admissions packet that an admis-
sions committee will review.

The GMAT
The first thing you need to tell your-

self about the GMAT is “Don’t worry
about it.” Taking this test, particularly for
adult working professionals who have
been out of school for a good number of
years, is often the cause of a great deal of
unnecessary anxiety.

“I tell applicants to approach the
GMAT with confidence,” said Penn State’s
Fizel. “You can do that in a number of
ways. One is to recognize that it is some-
thing you have to do. Recognize that if
you are a competent student, competent
businessperson, competent individual in
the professional business world, you can
do well on the GMAT.”

What’s on the GMAT?
The GMAT is comprised of three

components: verbal, quantitative, and
analytical writing. The writing component
was added to the test in 1994 based on
the input of business schools and recruit-
ers who emphasized that graduates
should be skilled in effectively analyzing
and presenting arguments, said Daphne
Atkinson, GMAC’s vice president of
industry relations. For the quantitative
component, test takers can expect arith-

metic, basic algebra, and basic geometry
questions. The verbal component mea-
sures reading comprehension and a
person’s ability to evaluate arguments
and correct written material to conform to
standard written English.

Everything you need to know about
the GMAT is available at GMAC’s
MBA.com website at www.mba.com/
mba/TaketheGMAT. Atkinson adds that
the test “is not a predictor. The GMAT
does not attempt to say that its raison
d’etre is to predict success in a career, but
it was designed when used in conjunction
with an undergraduate GPA, to give you a
notion of the probability that someone
will be successful academically. It mea-
sures constructs that have been validated
for and predictive of success in the core
requirements, which are often quite
quantitative.”

“If you were to pin me down and ask
what does the GMAT really tell us in
addition to it being a general aptitude and
ability test, I would say that we have
discovered that it is a good indication of
somebody’s ability to successfully com-
plete an MBA program on the quantita-
tive side,” said the University of Florida’s
Sevilla.

Getting Ready for the GMAT
To state the obvious, doing well on the

GMAT will require that you prepare for it.
“Take a few practice exams to allay the
anxiety you may have,” said Fizel. “It will
improve your mental approach to the
exam as well as increase your knowledge
about the procedures and content. We find
that preparation always improves scores.
So if you just take your time, if you do it
in a relaxed manner, most of the time you
will do fine.”

“Understand what it is you are not
getting right,” said Atkinson. “That is the
first thing. The second thing is to decide
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whether or not what you are not getting
requires remedial help from outside. Is it
that you forgot it, or is it that you did not
learn it? If it is the latter, you may need
to take a business math course, for ex-
ample, at a community college during the
summer term.”

If you have simply forgot what you
once learned, then you basically have two
choices: Buckle down and study to refresh
your memory, or pay for a test-prepara-
tion service to help you buckle down and
study to refresh your memory. For the
self-motivated, one way of studying is to
purchase GMAC’s most recent edition of
The Official Guide for GMAT Review,
which contains more than 1,400 multiple-
choice questions found on the actual
GMAT, along with explanations prepared
by test authors. The guide also has ana-
lytical writing assessment topics, a math
review, and test-taking tips. At the time of
this writing in the Fall of 2008, the guide
was selling for $36.95, plus shipping and
handling, via the MBA.com website.

In addition to MBA.com, there are
other places online where one can get
practice tests and web-based help for
taking the GMAT, and many local and
national companies provide face-to-face
classes or have professional private tutors
walk students through test preparation,
both of which are typically pricey options.
Depending on the instructional package
and provider, face-to-face classes at some
of the test-preparation providers can cost
well over $1,000, and private tutors can
reach to more than $2,000. GMAC does
not endorse one method of test prepara-
tion over others, said Atkinson. “We do
say that familiarity with the test is an
important part of doing well on the
GMAT.”

Following is a short list of additional
GMAT-preparation alternatives, provided
both online and face to face:

• Test Prep Review. Located at
www.testprepreview.com/
gmat_practice.htm, this free online
service features self-assessment
quizzes that keep your score and can
reveal learning gaps. Also provides
links to numerous online resources
that can help improve your weak
areas. The quizzes cover basic and
advanced algebra, geometry, basic and
advanced grammar, reading compre-
hension, and much more.

• The Princeton Review. Located at
www.princetonreview.com/mba/
testprep/default.asp, this company
provides classroom-based, online,
private tutoring, books, and other
course materials for students who are
willing to pay for GMAT test-prepara-
tion services. Princeton Review has
offices, where both the physical
classes and private tutoring are con-
ducted, across the country. The
website has a search function that
shows you where the closest office to
your zip code is located.

• Kaplan Test Prep. Located at
www.kaptest.com (click on the
GMAT link in the Business category),
this company is similar to the
Princeton Review in that it also pro-
vides classroom-based, online, private
tutoring services, books, and other
course materials for test preparation;
it also has offices located across the
country.

• 800score.com. Located at
www.800score.com, this company
offers a variety of software and
downloadable test-preparation guides.
Check out their free online Sample
GMAT Math section.

• Check with an institution nearby.
Most institutions have testing support
service centers or academic resource
centers on campus that provide class-
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room-based GMAT test-preparation
courses to the public. Their prices are
typically competitive and worth re-
searching. For example, the Univer-
sity of Baltimore, which has an online
MBA program, provides a 14-hour live
GMAT Quantitative Review course,
held from 9 A.M. to 1 P.M. on four
consecutive Saturdays, for $85. Many
institutions have similar test-prepara-
tion services.

Another Point of View
About the GMAT

As noted previously, not all online
MBA programs require the GMAT, which,
to me, is fine and good. However, schools
that do require the GMAT might tell you
otherwise. I personally have always
believed that these kinds of tests are a
waste of time, especially for people like
me who are horrible test takers. Perhaps
I am biased about this topic, but it goes
back many years ago when I had to take
the Graduate Record Exam. The night
before taking that test I was so anxious
that I could not sleep. The following
morning I had to get up early and drive
1.5 hours to the nearest testing location.
About one month before the test, I began
a daily review trying to cram everything I
learned as an undergraduate back into
my brain. By the time I put pencil to
paper on that fateful test day, I was
frazzled. Needless to say, I did very
poorly. Does that mean I’m not capable of
being a successful student? Absolutely
not. Does it mean that I’m a lousy test
taker? Absolutely yes.

When you look at the big picture,
there seems to be compelling evidence to
support both sides of the test-taking
issue. Some educators argue that the
GMAT test can weed out students who
would possibly disrupt the team and
community building of an online course

due to their lack of appropriate academic
skills. Other educators argue that numer-
ous adult, working professionals would
contribute immensely to any MBA cur-
riculum if only they weren’t eliminated
from the process because of a GMAT
requirement.

“Our program is not designed for
people who are good test takers; it is
designed for people who are conscien-
tious,” said Hartigan from UMUC.  “It
requires discipline and the ability to
apply what you learn as opposed to being
able to take a test.”

“We know that with working adults, in
particular – whether it is the GRE or the
GMAT, or whatever – these tests are not
good in terms of predictive validity relat-
ing to whether they will succeed,” added
Craig Swenson, former provost and senior
vice president for academic affairs, Uni-
versity of Phoenix. “You find out very
quickly if a person is going to succeed or
not once they get into class. You set the
bar, and they will show you that they can
do it, or they will self-select out if they
cannot do it.”

Writing Essays and
Statements of Purpose

As noted in Chapter Sixteen, writing
skills are very important as an online
student. Some online MBA programs with
medium to high admission requirements
screen out applicants with poor communi-
cation competencies by having them
submit an essay and/or a personal state-
ment as part of their admission require-
ments. These essays/statements also
serve as a means to qualify applicants in
relation to their overall business skills
and personal integrity. At Indiana Univer-
sity, for instance, online MBA applicants
are asked to “give examples of leadership
and discuss career goals” in their personal
statements. University of Florida asks
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applicants to submit written essays to
“convey one’s unique background, person-
ality, and ability to add to the diversity of
the Florida MBA programs.”

Interviews
After reviewing application packets, a

few online MBA programs with medium
to high admission requirements invite
applicants in for an interview. In the
online world, these are typically held
through a phone conference; however, if a
student happens to live close by, these
interviews can be conducted in person.
Paula O’Callaghan, former director of
Syracuse University’s iMBA program,
took a personalized approach and inter-
viewed each iMBA applicant by telephone
or in person. She added that the iMBA
admissions process is similar to what one
might find in a good Executive MBA
program. “In the online environment, you
are dealing with people with a lot of work
experience and very little time,”

O’Callaghan explained. “It is almost
embarrassing to turn them down. So I
want to avoid that. These are people in
their 30s and 40s. I don’t want them to
have to go through all this trouble only to
get turned down.”

Get Your Resume Together
Most programs with medium to high

admission requirements will ask for your
resume. It goes without saying that you
should have a professional-looking, well-
written resume. Give it a good once over
and make sure it looks good and is well
written.

In particular, make sure you have a
dynamite objective and mission statement
right up front that relates to your goals
and aspirations as a business professional
in a very upbeat and positive way. If you
don’t have the time or inclination to do
this, hire a professional resume service to
help you.

Letters of Recommendation
Most programs with medium to high

admission requirements ask for two
letters of recommendation. I don’t mean
to sound cynical, but has anyone out there
ever seen a poor letter of recommenda-
tion? Obviously  you’ll ask your favorite
colleague, former professor, boss, and/or
other high-level executive to write a letter
that you know will shine brightly. So this
requirement also seems to fit into a
category of not being an accurate measure
of a person’s true capabilities. Nonethe-
less, you will find this criterion listed on
many programs with medium to high
admission requirements.

Some programs are very specific about
what kind of letters they want. For ex-
ample, Portland State University points
prospective students to the “Apply Effec-
tively” section of GMAC’s MBA.com
website, which states that “meaningful
recommendations provide specific infor-
mation that demonstrates your ability to
excel in both an MBA program and a
business or professional career.” It goes on
to advise students to obtain letters of
recommendations that “confirm or elabo-
rate on your credentials, strengths, and
aspirations.”

A Google search using the term “let-
ters of recommendation” will bring you
lots of advice from career counselors
about how to organize such letters and
what kind of information should go inside
them. Here’s a short list of recommenda-
tions for letters of recommendations in
relation to business school applications:
• Try to have your letter writer focus

the content of the letter toward what a
business school would be looking for in
a graduate candidate, such as self-
discipline, analytical skills, communi-
cation skills, interpersonal skills,
leadership skills, and intellectual
strengths.
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• Stress your ability to work well with
others, your integrity, your reliability,
and your energy and dedication to
commit to a rigorous academic chal-
lenge.

• List all honors and awards you have
received throughout your life, as well
as any academic-oriented accomplish-
ments you feel are worthy of noting.
Finally, my personal opinion is don’t

write your own letter for someone to sign
and edit, which is a common practice.
However, I do suggest you explain to any
prospective recommendation letter writer
that you would prefer that they focus
their writing around some of the afore-
mentioned topics. Also, be very gracious
and appreciative when asking anyone to
go to bat for you.

Transfering Credit Earned
Another aspect of the admissions

process that could come into play deals
with the prospect of transferring in previ-
ous credit earned. Some adult learners,
for instance, may have started but never
completed graduate-level courses in the
field of business in the past through a
different program than the one they are
applying to. If you earned such graduate-
level credits at a regionally accredited
institution and are applying to another
regionally accredited institution, you may
be able to transfer 25 percent or less of
the total credit needed to attain the
degree. However, regardless of accredita-
tion status, every program handles credit
transferability issues differently. How
long ago you earned such previous credit
as well as the nature of the courses you
took are all taken under consideration in
such circumstances. Basically, there are
no guarantees that your credit will be
automatically accepted.

UF’s Point of View
Because the University of Florida

(UF) has very  selective online MBA
admission standards, I spoke with Sevilla
about UF’s overall philosophy concerning
the quality of students it accepts. I believe
his response can be used as a basic guide-
line for getting accepted into any of the
programs that have high admission
requirements.

First, Sevilla said, in addition to
looking at an applicant’s professional
experience, academic credentials and
GPA, every applicant, even if he or she is
a senior vice president, must take the
GMAT. “It’s a valid assessment,” he
explained. Second, to “maximize the
learning environment for everyone” in the
UF iMBA program, admitted students
need to have the aptitude to understand
statistics, economics, and the quantitative
side of accounting and finance. “We would
really be doing someone a disservice if we
were to admit them into this rigorous
iMBA program, without these quantita-
tive skills, especially if they are keeping
their job, working 50 to 60 plus hours a
week, and trying to fit this into a very
busy life,” Sevilla claimed.

Sevilla also stressed that any student
seeking admission into the UF iMBA
program must have realistic expectations.
“This is a tough program, and you have to
have a commitment across the board, at
home, at work, in your personal life and
professional life because you are looking
at 15 to 20 hours a week.” Finally, your
overall expectations must be aligned with
working hard and ultimately gaining
knowledge, “not just a piece of paper that
you are going to hang on a wall.”

Of course, UF’s iMBA program is not
the only tough program out there. In fact,
the vast majority of online MBA programs
are very challenging and time consuming,
to say the least. Regardless of the admis-
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sion requirements any particular program
has, once you get accepted, be prepared to
travel down a road that will require you
to drive hard with a full tank of determi-
nation and brain power.

“There are reasonable rationales for
every type of program, and there is no one

program type that anyone should feel is
better than or less than another. It de-
pends on what your personal circum-
stances are, and what you are hoping to
get out of a program. Regardless, program
quality is critical,” noted GMAC’s
Atkinson.

CHAPTER TWELVE
Financial Realities

We have come to that familiar
and dreaded place where the
financial realities of getting an

education bear down upon our bank
accounts. We come to the stark realization
that we must get creative and figure out
how to meet those tuition payment dead-
lines. And then those familiar words stare
us in the face: financial aid. But we
haven’t got a clue where to start. Plus, as
an adult learner, your options are some-
what limited, especially when compared
to the younger traditional-aged students
who have many more opportunities for a
wider variety of financial-aid packages
than adult learners.

Before we start to look at what kind of
financial aid may or may not be available
to you, we need to take a look at what this
online MBA pursuit is going to actually
cost.

Tuition
Chapter One briefly explained how

tuition costs can vary greatly, and showed
some example costs at several institu-
tions. The table in the right column
features 11 examples of tuition costs of
online MBA programs. It does not include
any additional incidental fees that may
come into play, such as application fees,
technology fees, course materials and

transportation and accommodation ex-
penses for possible residencies.

It is provided only to give you a very
general sense about the cost of earning an
online MBA. For more specific informa-
tion, check out each program’s costs by
visiting the website of each program. If
you cannot ascertain the actual costs from
the program’s website, call the program
and ask for an enrollment counselor who
can provide that information.

Tuition Cost Estimates of
Complete Programs as of
2008/09 Academic Year

School Cost
Arizona State University $42,000
Baker University $16,170
Capella University $30,000
Portland State University $35,000
Regis University $20,520
Syracuse University $57,000
UMass Amherst $24,790
University of Colorado
at Colorado Springs $24,660
University of Maryland
University College $29,140
University of Nebraska,
Lincoln $17,280
University of Florida $41,000
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Most online programs charge the
same tuition for both state residents and
nonresidents. Some schools have in-state
and out-of-state resident tuition rates for
their online students. Also be aware that
these prices are subject to change. Check
with an institution’s registration and/or
financial-aid offices before coming to any
solid conclusions about cost.

How Will I Pay for This?
To cut right to the chase, as a gradu-

ate student, if you can’t pay for your
education out of your own pocket, you are
pretty much confined to the following four
financial-aid options (unless you are in
the military):
• A federal Stafford Loan, which can be

either subsidized or unsubsidized
• A private loan, usually referred to as

an alternative loan
• A scholarship (typically very limited

availability, but they do exist)
• Employer reimbursement (getting

more difficult as employers, in gen-
eral, seem to be cutting back)
If you do attempt to obtain any sort of

financial aid, make sure to time your
application for such to correspond appro-
priately with your admissions application.
For example, the Stafford Loan accep-
tance process typically takes about 30
days. However, it can take as long as 90
days (depending on the efficiency of your
intended school’s admissions process and
whether all forms are completed cor-
rectly). In contrast, private loans are
generally processed more quickly (often in
five or fewer days). The bottom line is to
make sure that all of your financial-aid
paperwork is processed well enough in
advance of when classes begin.

Federal Stafford Loans
If you need to take out a loan to pay

for your online MBA, consider applying

for a subsidized or unsubsidized federal
Stafford Loan. A subsidized federal
Stafford Loan is awarded to a student
based on financial need, and it includes
the provision of not being charged any
interest while you are attending school
and you continue to meet the basic eligi-
bility requirements of the loan. An
unsubsidized federal Stafford Loan is one
that is not awarded to a student on the
basis of financial need, and it includes
being charged interest from the time the
loan is granted. Stafford Loans are low-
interest loans on which you can defer
repayment until six months after you
graduate. These loans are the biggest
source of financial aid for all graduate
students.

To qualify for a Stafford Loan, you
must complete the federal government’s
Free Application for Federal Student Aid
(FAFSA), form, along with any other
forms the institution you are applying to
may require.

The Free Application for Federal
Student Aid (FAFSA) is a form in which
students provide their income, asset, and
tax information to be considered for
federally funded financial aid, including
government-backed subsidized and
unsubsidized Stafford Loans for graduate-
level students.

Online MBA students can accumulate
up to $138,500 in Stafford Loan debt over
the duration of their higher education,
which includes any Stafford Loans one
may have received as an undergraduate.
Only $65,000 of this amount may be in
subsidized loans.

According to Ellen Blackmun, director
of technology initiatives and distance
learning at the Washington, D.C.-based
National Association of Student Financial
Aid Administrators, many adult students
think that they can’t qualify for Stafford
Loans when, in fact, anyone can qualify

Everything You Need To Know About Earning An MBA Online          63



for an unsubsidized Stafford Loan as long
as they meet some relatively minimum
eligibility requirements.

With unsubsidized loans, you are
responsible for interest as soon as the
loan is granted. You can pay that interest
as it accrues, or you can defer that inter-
est until after graduation. Deferred
interest is capitalized, which means that
it’s added to the full balance of the loan
you will ultimately be responsible for
after you graduate.

You may qualify for a subsidized
Stafford Loan if you demonstrate finan-
cial need, which is determined based on
the information you submit on your
FAFSA form.

The one requirement that prevents
some students from applying for these
loans is that you have to be at least a
half-time student, which is basically
determined according to the way a school
offers its courses. Generally, a half-time
graduate student is someone who takes at
least three graduate-level credits per
term. For example, if you were enrolled in
the University of Phoenix online MBA
program, you could take one 3-credit, 6-
week course at a time in succession, but
they have to be no more than 29 days
apart from each other in order for you to
be considered half-time. If you were in the
Regis University online MBA program,
you would have to take at least one 3-
credit, 8-week course over the duration of
a semester, which at Regis lasts about 16
weeks.

Each school determines half-time
status differently. The bottom line is that
to qualify for a Stafford Loan, you must
be committed to staying the course at
least part-time without skipping semes-
ters. Otherwise, you may have to immedi-
ately start paying back your loan. If you
can’t devote the time to earn your MBA
under the half-time guidelines, you can

always investigate private loan possibili-
ties, which typically have no mandatory
continuous attendance criteria.

For more information about Stafford
Loans, visit www.staffordloan.com/

Filling Out the FAFSA
Plain and simple, if you want to

qualify for a Stafford Loan, you must fill
out the FAFSA. Doing so is not as onerous
a process as many adult learners, who
have not gone to school in years, may
believe it to be. If you are like me, you
may have visions from your days-gone-
past undergraduate years of physically
visiting a financial-aid office and waiting
in a long line for some hapless bureaucrat
to provide you with the right paperwork
and a list of mundane instructions. Today
that’s no longer the case. “The financial-
aid process is not so much a people pro-
cess anymore,” said Blackmum. “It is a
processing of applications online; and if
you are planning to go to school online, I
think it can be assumed that you have
some capabilities on the computer.”

So, dear reader, your job, if you so
choose to take it on, will be to eventually
visit the FAFSA website at
www.fafsa.ed.gov and begin the appli-
cation process for getting a Stafford Loan.
Filling out the FAFSA online is the quick-
est way to submit this all-important
document to the U.S. Department of
Education’s Central Processing System
(CPS). The online process is also sophisti-
cated enough to immediately identify
potential errors and thus allow you to
make the necessary corrections as you are
filling out the form.

Before you actually begin filling out
this form, however, you need to get a
Personal Identification Number (PIN)
that becomes your electronic signature.
You can acquire your PIN by visiting
www.pin.ed.gov/PINWebApp/
pinindex.jsp and filling out an online
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form in which you supply your name,
Social Security number, date of birth,
mailing address, and e-mail address.
After you submit this form, it takes
approximately three business days to
receive an e-mail notification with in-
structions on how to retrieve it electroni-
cally, or 7 to 10 days to receive it in the
mail via the U.S. Postal Service. Your PIN
will also give you access to return to the
FAFSA website to check on the status of
your application.

If you want to practice filling out the
FAFSA form, or have a guide to filling it
out before or during the real deal online,
you can download a pre-application
worksheet in PDF format at
www.fafsa.ed.gov/before012.htm. The
worksheet is made up of all the applica-
tion questions in the same order as you
would see them on the web.

According to the U.S. Department of
Education, the most common errors on
the FAFSA happen in the sections related
to income, and they strongly advise that
you have your past year’s income tax
return on hand when applying. Also
remember to save all the records you use
to fill out the form. You might need them
if you are selected for a process called
verification; this process requires you to
submit copies of your tax returns and/or
wage-earning statements to the school.

After Applying for a Loan
First of all, if four weeks pass without

hearing anything after you submit your
FAFSA, contact the Federal Student Aid
Information Center at 1-800-433-3243.
Within four weeks, you should have
received a Student Aid Report (SAR),
which lists all the information your
reported on the FAFSA. You are required
to review this information to ensure it is
correct. Your school will use your SAR as
the basis for determining your eligibility

and will process your Stafford Loan for
the total loan amount that you are offered
and notify you with a financial-aid award
notice.

In the final stage of your loan, the
school will generate a Master Promissory
Note (MPN) for you to sign, either elec-
tronically with your PIN or by hand via
snail mail. The funds will be disbursed
through the school or the lender and will
first go toward your tuition payments,
with any possible funds remaining being
sent directly to you by check or, if you so
desire and have completed the necessary
paperwork, by an electronic funds trans-
fer.

Be aware that every institution
handles the basic processing of Stafford
Loans differently through their various
administrative systems. So your safest
modus operandi is to contact the school’s
financial-aid office and have them walk
you through the financial-aid process to
ensure that you take the appropriate
steps.

Private Loans
You should consider taking out a

private loan only if you do not plan on
being an official half-time online MBA
student and/or you need to supplement a
Stafford Loan. Private loans have higher
interest rates and come in a wide variety
of packages. They are available through
the competitive lender marketplace, with
many lenders offering benefits to stu-
dents, such as low up-front fees and a
variety of repayment incentives. So you’ll
have to shop around. Generally, the
financial-aid office at your school will
offer a list of lenders that you can con-
sider, but they will not recommend any
one lender over another.
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Scholarships
Generally speaking, online MBA

programs do not offer a whole lot of
scholarships, and if they do, they usually
award relatively small amounts. This
does not mean, however, that you should
disregard this possibility.

Bottom line with scholarships is that
you have to ask the financial-aid office
what might be available, because, typi-
cally, they don’t promote these things
unless asked. In short, you have to take it
upon yourself to find whatever kind of
financial assistance might be available to
you. “Adult students have to be more
proactive,” said Blackmum. “They don’t
get the handholding (like traditional-aged
students). They don’t get the financial-aid
nights that are held at high schools. They
don’t get any of this because it is assumed
that if they are adults going back to
school, they can do this on their own,
which isn’t always the case.”

Employer Reimbursement
“Being more proactive” also applies to

the online MBA student who wants to
seek reimbursement from his or her
employer. Employer reimbursement
packages are starting to come of age in
the world of online MBA programs as
more employers learn that the online
learning environment does, indeed, have
its benefits. For one, online students don’t
have to take days off or leave early from
their jobs to physically attend classes.
Even in the flexible Executive MBA
environment, spending Saturdays and/or
early evenings on campus can often
conflict with a busy professional’s job
responsibilities.

Nonetheless, prospective online MBA
students seeking employer reimburse-
ment must often (even today) prove to
their bosses and human resources manag-
ers that the online environment is, in-

deed, a valid way to earn an MBA. A lot of
employers are still in the dark ages about
online degree programs, especially older
executives who may not be so Internet
savvy or cognizant of how education
technology is changing the way people
teach and learn.

In contrast, much of corporate
America has adopted and created very
sophisticated online learning environ-
ments for training employees and provid-
ing numerous professional-development
experiences. In the corporate world, this
is commonly referred to as e-learning.
These Internet-based training and profes-
sional-development environments are not
only effective from a teaching and learn-
ing point of view, they are also saving
companies millions of dollars in (now
unnecessary) travel costs. For example,
because of e-learning, employees working
for the same company, but located in
different regions, no longer have to con-
vene as frequently in the same physical
space to learn and collaborate with each
other.

Remember, therefore, employer reim-
bursement for an online MBA program
will depend on where you work and what
kind of perceptions of online MBA educa-
tion executives within your company
have.

Convincing Your Boss to Fork Up
If you find yourself having to explain

what online education is all about to
convince your boss or human resources
executive to help pay your tuition costs,
address the specifics of the program’s
curriculum. The delivery model is not as
important as the content of the courses.
Most online curriculums have everything,
if not more than, any traditional MBA
program.

If your own initiative fails to convince
your boss to provide reimbursement, you
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can always ask the school to go to bat for
you. For example, Paula O’Callaghan,
Syracuse University’s former iMBA
program director, explained that for
students seeking employer reimburse-
ment she would prepare a “briefing
packet,” which typically addressed issues
about program quality, residency require-
ments, financial considerations, and how
long the program will take to complete.
“In most cases, the briefing packets have
been successful.”

Tax Credits and Tax Deductions
As a card-carrying online MBA stu-

dent you can take advantage of both tax
credits and/or tax deductions, depending
on your situation. A tax credit allows you
to reduce the dollar amount directly off
the tax you may owe. A tax credit is more
valuable than a tax deduction, which is
an amount that you can deduct from your
taxable income.

Like all IRS rules and regulations,
deciphering what does and does not
qualify for a credit or deduction can be an
awfully confusing undertaking. Following
is a brief overview that may help put
things in perspective, but you should
consult with a tax counselor or the IRS
itself for more information because some
of this information may have changed or
gone out of date, depending on when you
are reading this.

Lifetime Learning Tax Credits
You can qualify for an Internal Rev-

enue Service Lifetime Learning Credit,
which is determined by tabulating what
you pay for “qualified tuition and related
expenses” and the amount of your modi-
fied adjusted gross income (AGI).

Expenses that qualify for a Lifetime
Learning Credit are tuition and fees paid
directly to the school, including expenses
for books, supplies, and equipment. You

are allowed a Lifetime Learning Credit of
20 percent of the first $10,000 you paid
for qualified tuition and related expenses.
Thus, the maximum credit a taxpayer
may claim for a taxable year is $2,000.

How Deductions Work
The IRS has three categories concern-

ing tax deductions for education expenses:
• Tuition and fee deduction. You can

only claim this if you do not claim an
education tax credit. Qualifying ex-
penses must not have been paid with
any other tax-free benefit. A maximum
deduction of $4,000 if taxpayer ’s
income does not exceed $65,000
($130,000 on a joint return); $2,000
maximum if income is between
$65,000 and $80,000 (between
$130,000 and $160,000, joint return).
You cannot claim this deduction if
your filing status is married filing
separately or if another person can
claim an exemption for you as a de-
pendent on his or her tax return.

• Deduction for work-related education.
You can claim costs of education
required to keep your job or to main-
tain or improve skills needed in your
present work, but not if the education
is needed to meet the minimum re-
quirements of your position or is part
of a program to qualify you for a new
trade or business. If you are self-
employed, you can deduct your ex-
penses for qualifying work-related
education directly from your self-
employment income. This reduces the
amount of your income subject to both
income tax and self-employment tax.

• Student-loan interest deduction. You
can claim a maximum deduction of
$2,500 for interest paid on qualified
student loans. Phases out as income
rises from $50,000 to $65,000
($100,000 to $130,000, joint return).
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About Employer-Provided
Educational Assistance

It’s also important to note that you
cannot use education benefits under
$5,250 paid for by your employer as the
basis for any other deduction or credit,
including the Liftime Learning Credit.

Employer-paid education benefits that
fall under the category of tax deductions
include tuition, fees and the cost of books,
supplies and equipment necessary for
your education. However, meals; lodging;
transportation; tools or supplies (other
than textbooks) that you keep after you
complete a course; and courses involving
sports, games, or hobbies that are related
to your work or are not course require-
ments, do not fall under the category of
employer-paid benefits and are not tax
deductible.

As noted by the IRS, if you receive
educational benefits from your employer
under an educational assistance program,
you can exclude up to $5,250 of those
benefits each year. This means your
employer should not include the benefits
with your wages, tips, and other compen-
sation shown in box 1 of your Form W-2.
This also means that you do not have to
include the benefits on your income tax
return. Any amount over $5,250 must be
included on your Form W-2.

For additional information on both
education tax credits and tax deductions,
refer to the Internal Revenue Service’s
Publication 970, Tax Benefits for Higher
Education, located online at
www.irs.gov/publications/p970/
index.html.

Consolidation Loans
If you happen to have multiple federal

student loans that you have accumulated
over the years, you can be eligible for a
consolidation loan. Consolidation loans
combine these federal student loans into a

single loan with a lower monthly pay-
ment. Consolidation loans also offer
flexible payment plans to meet the differ-
ent needs of borrowers and can extend
repayment deferment options.

Keep in mind, however, that consoli-
dation loans increase the total cost of
repaying loans, because you’ll agree to a
longer repayment period and conse-
quently more interest.

For more information about
consolidation loans, visit
http://loanconsolidation.ed.gov.

Other Financial Considerations
Finally, rather than go into all kinds

of budgeting strategies to pay for your
MBA, I will say that the flexibility of an
online education has some financial
benefits that can perhaps justify your
expenses.

First, if you are self-directed, disci-
plined, and organized, you should be able
to accomplish all your coursework at
times that are outside of your mainstream
job and thus remain highly productive.
Upon completion, if you work at a fair and
just place, you may obtain a higher-
paying position.

Second, many traditional MBA stu-
dents take off a year or two from their
jobs, without salary. You don’t have to.
While earning your MBA online, you can
immediately apply what you learn to your
work. This, in turn, could obviously turn
into a quicker financial gain.

Third, if you are in a fully online
program with no residency requirements,
you have no transportation costs (includ-
ing those pesky parking fees and fines).

68 Everything You Need To Know About Earning An MBA Online



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Technical Requirements

You need to follow two primary
“technology” rules if you want
your online MBA experience to go

smoothly: Get the fastest Internet connec-
tion available in your area; and purchase
the most efficient, well-built notebook
computer system you can afford. If you
follow these two rules, everything else
will fall into place.

Of course, you will have days when
your computer seems to have changed its
personality, or when your broadband
Internet connection seems to have gone
south. However, these nasty inevitabili-
ties of living in the Digital Age will be
lessened if you follow these two rules.

In this chapter I’ve provided some
general action items and advice regarding
hardware and software ownership and
manageability.

Your Computer System
Most online MBA programs require

that students purchase their own com-
puter equipment (hardware and software)
and list the minimum hardware and
software requirements.

“Have access to a computer you will
enjoy using. If you are going to spend
hours of your free time in front of a com-
puter, you want it to be as enjoyable as
possible,” advised Linda Couch, Univer-
sity of Maryland University College
online MBA graduate. “While it wasn’t
necessary, I bought a new system that
had nothing but my schoolwork and
related programs loaded on it. When I
traveled and needed to do work, I trans-
ferred necessary files. I also printed quite
a bit of materials.”

A System to Consider
As a guide for when and if you decide

to purchase a computer system, the
University of Florida’s Notebook Com-
puter Requirement for Graduate Students
(enrolling Summer 2008 through Spring
2009), plus some of my personal sugges-
tions, are listed in this chapter.

In my opinion, every MBA student
should have a notebook computer, simply
because they are mobile and part and
parcel of today’s business world. If you
follow these requirements, you should be
adequately armed and ready to go.
Minimum Hardware:
• 1.8 Ghz processor
• 60 GB hard rive
• 2 GBs of RAM for Windows Vista
• DVD-ROM/CD-RW drive
• 10/100 Base-T Ethernet LAN adapter

(wired network card)
• Wireless (802.11b/g/n) LAN adapter

(for wireless networking)
Minimum Software:
• Microsoft Windows Vista
• Microsoft Office with Access (for

database projects), Excel (for spread-
sheet projects), Outlook (for e-mail),
PowerPoint (for presentations), and
Word (for word processing).

• Latest Internet Explorer (for free at
www.microsoft.com)

• Latest Sun Microsystem’s Java (for
free at www.java.com)

•  Latest Adobe Flash Player (for free at
www.adobe.com)

• Other multimedia plug-ins (explained
later in this chapter).

• Antivirus software
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Computer Maintenance Tips
The University of Florida (UF) pro-

vides the following “tricks of the trade”
(paraphrased here) for keeping your
computer system healthy:
• Install Windows updates regularly. Go

to Internet Explorer, click on “Tools”
from the top toolbar and “Windows
Updates” from the drop-down menu.
Follow the directions. UF advised to
perform this action once each week
even though your computer may be set
for automatic updates.

• If your computer has Windows XP
(Professional or Home), update it to
Service Pack 2 (SP2) by following the
instructions listed above.

• Make sure your computer is running
some form of antivirus software and
that it is consistently kept up to date.
In addition to ensuring that your
antivirus software is updated weekly,
run a full virus scan of your system
every week (explained later in this
chapter).

• Go to www.download.com and down-
load Spybot Search & Destroy and Ad
Aware, to combat spyware, adware,
malware, etc. (explained later in this
chapter).

• Install the most current Adobe Acro-
bat Reader (for free at
www.adobe.com).

• Every now and then I like to perform
a disk cleanup of my hard drive.
Right-click on your C-Drive and under
“General” properties click on the “Disk
Cleanup” button and follow the
prompts.

Add On a Printer
A printer was not listed in the Univer-

sity of Florida package, but you are going
to need one. My recommendation for this
is pretty straightforward and somewhat
biased: Purchase a used black-and-white

laser printer, preferably a Hewlett-
Packard Laser Jet 4. If you can’t find a
used one, the cost of new black-and-white
laser printers has gone down dramatically
in recent years. An excellent HP LaserJet
P1500, for instance, runs about $149 plus
ta (2008 price).

I purchased a work-horse Hewlett-
Packard Laser Jet 4 printer for $200 from
an accountant more than four years ago
and have abused it on a daily basis,
printing many thousands of pages for all
the research I do in my work as a profes-
sional education writer. Before I pur-
chased this printer, the accountant
abused it for about two years, printing out
reams of tax forms. I have not really
performed any maintenance on this
printer since I bought it. The only thing I
do is purchase a new cartridge every few
months.

Because your printing requirements
as an online MBA student will be limited
pretty much to journal articles, case
studies, and a variety of other business-
related documents (e.g., spreadsheets,
research-related web pages, PDFs, and
various research-oriented tomes), you do
not need a color printer. For that occa-
sional paper-based presentation with the
spiffy graphics that you want to have
printed in full-blooming color, it might be
more economical to go to your local copy
center instead of investing in a color
printer that has relatively costly ink
cartridges.

More on Software Needs
First and foremost, you’ll be supplied

with a student account that includes a
special username and password that you
will use to access your course manage-
ment system over an Internet connection.
To access the Internet, you will obviously
need to have an Internet service provider
account (ISP).
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In addition, you’ll need to purchase
the obligatory Microsoft Office package, if
you don’t already have it, and you’ll be
supplied with some additional software
packages that are typically free, such as
the multimedia plug-in players, web
browsers, e-mail clients, Adobe Acrobat
Reader, and compression utilities such as
WinZip for the PC and StuffIt for the
Mac. You’ll be able to download these
from the school’s web pages that feature
technical requirements. You’ll also typi-
cally get a CD-ROM loaded with all the
software you need to install. When down-
loading software from a web page, be
aware of the following:

As noted earlier, and worth repeating,
make sure you have virus and personal
firewall protection, as well as spyware
and adware protection.

In addition, if you don’t have a “tem-
porary files” folder on your desktop,
create one for downloading the software
installers, which are self-extracting .exe
extension files, into this folder. After you
have downloaded the .exe extension file,
click on it and follow the directions until
the software is installed on your desktop.
To save on disk space, you can delete the
.exe extension file after you have finished
the installation process.

Hopefully, you won’t have too much
trouble downloading all of the software
you will use. It can be a relatively time-
consuming process for the downloads and
installations to fully take place, so be
patient. Overall, however, it is a simple
process that requires only a few simple
mouse clicks to complete.

Multimedia Plug-Ins
Plug-ins basically expand your

computer’s ability to play audio and video
files from an Internet connection. Four
plug-ins you may need are Windows
Media Player, RealOne Player,

Macromedia Flash or Shockwave Players,
and QuickTime. If you want to experience
all the sights and sounds that many
schools provide online, you’ll need some,
or all, of these plug-ins installed on your
computer. You’ll also need a video card
and sound card with speakers.

Browsers and E-Mail
You’ll obviously need to have a web

browser for connecting to the Internet.
Most schools recommend that you use the
latest version of Microsoft Internet Ex-
plorer, and you’ll be asked to configure
your browser to accept cookies. Other
browsers, such as those provided by the
dedicated Internet service provider com-
panies such as AOL, CompuServe, and
Earthlink, are typically not recom-
mended. For e-mail services, the
Microsoft Outlook or Express clients are
generally recommended.

Adobe Acrobat
You’ll need to be familiar with the

Adobe Portable Document Format (PDF),
which is the standard format for display-
ing and printing documents, including
colors, graphics, typefaces, and photos, on
any computer platform. Some of the
required readings in your courses will be
provided in the PDF format, and you’ll
need to install the free Adobe Acrobat
Reader application in order to view and
print them..

Compression Utilities
If you work on a PC, you’ll more than

likely need WinZip software (see
www.winzip.com), a compression utility
that crunches large amounts of data into
smaller packages. It will come in handy
when downloading software, which is
usually formatted in data-compressed
files, as well as for attaching large files,
which are more reliable if compressed, to
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more easily transmit over an e-mail
correspondence.

Protecting Your Data
Protecting and backing up everything

that resides on your computer is
importnat  as viruses, spyware, and
adware become more commonplace; power
surges continue to fry machines; and hard
drives consistently crash. You’ll need two
things: software that identifies malevo-
lent digital bugs, such as  Norton Anti
Virus or McAfee software packages, as
well as a means to back up all the files on
your computer on a fairly regular basis (in
case you ever lose data).

Spyware is software that watches
where you travel in cyperspace. Unbe-
knownst to the user, it tracks your clicks
and typically uses that information to
send you unsolicited e-mails. Adware is
software that generates advertising
messages that pop up all over your com-
puter screen while you are surfing the
web, or, in some cases, when you are not
surfing the web.

Spyware and adware software are
often secretly installed on people’s com-
puters when they download freeware, or
when they click a button at an unethical
website that then installs spyware and
adware on unsuspecting visitors.

The Norton and McAfee software offer
some, but not complete, protection against
the newer malevolent spyware and
adware buggers. Two popular programs
for spyware and adware protection, both
of which have free basic versions that you
can download, are Lavasoft’s Ad-aware
(www.lavasoftusa.com) and Spybot
Search and Destroy (www.spybot.info).
For an excellent overview and more tools
you can download for protection against
the nasty underworld of spyware and
adware, visit the Anti-Spyware Guide
website at www.firewallguide.com/
spyware.htm.

Because all this stuff can wreak havoc
on your computer, you would be wise to
invest in a backup protection strategy. My
personal preference is an external hard
drive that you can quite easily plug into
your USB port, install the hard drive
software, and then just copy all your files
to it. They come in all shapes and sizes,
and a wide variety of price ranges. To do
some online shopping, type “external hard
drive” into the Google shopping service.

Where to Buy
Of course, you might not need to get

an expensive notebook and the very latest
and greatest software packages. Your
current computer system may be more
than adequate.

However, if you need to do some
shopping, have I gotta deal for you. Did
you know, for instance, that as a matricu-
lated student you can take advantage of
some pretty good computer hardware and
software deals? Most institutions, other
than the virtual ones, have retail outlets
on campus where students can purchase
their computer software and hardware at
substantial discounts. As an online stu-
dent, you are entitled to these discounts,
except you’ll have to pay for shipping
costs (unless you happen to live close by
and can pick up whatever you purchase).

For software deals, in addition to
buying from your school’s retail outlet,
you can take advantage of educational
discounts offered only to students at
JourneyEd.com. You must provide proof of
your academic status.

This concludes my spiel about techni-
cal requirements. As always, when it
comes to anything that requires a pur-
chase, Caveat emptor.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Setting Yourself Up For Success

In addition to going through the entire
process of choosing, getting admitted,
registering, sending in your first

tuition payment, and making sure that all
your computer hardware and software is
properly set up and ready to go, you have
to understand what’s really going to be
required of you to succeed in this new
online education environment.  You’re
going to need a good plan and support
system in place to keep you on track. Just
like any traditional MBA program, you
are embarking on a highly demanding
educational journey. To use a worn out
cliche, “Be prepared.” This chapter helps
you understand what you need to be
prepared.

Top Three Qualities
of the Online Learner

The three qualities that it takes to be
a successful online learner are as follows:
• Self-directed
• Disciplined
• Organized

You need to be self-directed primarily
because there will not be any professor
looking you in the eyes; there will not be a
classroom meeting that you have to
physically attend to keep you on track
each week. You will be left to your own
devices to figure out the most appropriate
times, within the structure of the course
or courses you are enrolled in, for enter-
ing the virtual classroom space, reading
the assignments, doing the exercises,
taking the quizzes and exams, writing the
papers, and participating in the online
discussions. In short, you have to be
motivated and committed.

You need to be disciplined, which
sounds obvious, but perhaps more so in
the online environment where managing
your time is of the utmost importance.
Especially if you are doing the majority of
your coursework from home, where it is
easy to put off or delay an assignment
after you have already put in a full day of
work or after a family dinner or social
event. Basically, you have to consistently
push yourself to put forth the mental
effort required of the academically chal-
lenging work typical of any MBA pro-
gram.

Tied into being self-directed and
disciplined is the need to be highly orga-
nized. Time management definitely comes
into play. There will be times when your
coursework will cut into your sleep. You’ll
want to limit that scenario as much as
possible by devising a strict schedule and
sticking to it. In the early phase of your
online learning endeavor, you have to
experiment with balancing your studies
with your job responsibilities and family
and social life. However, the sooner you
can figure out a solid schedule for effec-
tively dealing with all of these facets of
your life on a daily basis, the sooner you
will start moving in the right direction.

It’s Not as Easy as You May Think
Essentially it should now be perfectly

clear in your mind that online is no easier
than on-campus and that you need to be
motivated, energized, and committed to
do your best.

“I found this (online learning) to be a
more difficult way to obtain an MBA
compared to a full-time (on-campus)
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student because with a full-time program
you have the constant camaraderie with
your classmates and you have more direct
contact with the faculty,” said Mike
Venable, Syracuse University iMBA
graduate.

First and foremost, you’ll have lots of
reading to deal with, from textbooks to
case studies and journal articles, and all
the discussion-board posts and e-mails.
Unlike listening to a lecture and taking
notes in a physical setting, reading be-
comes the primary method for dissemi-
nating information in the online format.

Second, you’ll be required to meet all
the assignment deadlines, and take all
the required tests, quizzes and exams. In
many cases, these assignments will
require that you apply concepts and
theories you are learning in the course to
your actual work environment, which can
be a difficult and frustrating task if you
are working in a nonreceptive workplace.
Additionally, depending on the course,
you’ll be required to conduct research and
write an intelligent paper or case study
on a particular topic of interest.

And last but not least, team projects
may pose a serious challenge, as students
and faculty work to find the best way for
everyone to work together, despite time-
zone differences and various personalities
and skill levels between cohorts.

Depending on your background, you
may find some courses to be extremely
difficult. For example, if you do not have
accounting skills and are not particularly
fond of accounting, in general, you’ll have
to push yourself to read what you may
consider a very dry accounting textbook.

Also, when and if you run into a
difficult computational challenge, it could
be hard to get the assistance you may
need via e-mail or a discussion board, as
opposed to being able to walk into a
faculty member’s office or classroom for
such help.

“The accounting and statistics courses
have been the most difficult for me,” said
Joy Futrell, online MBA student, East
Carolina University. “Accounting has been
difficult because it centers around facto-
ries, which I have no experience in. How-
ever, one of the most relevant courses I
have taken has been a (Microsoft) Access
course.”

Other students find the soft-skills
courses that are typically part of an MBA
program, on subjects such as leadership
and teaming, for instance, to be less
interesting and too subjective, and there-
fore arduous and less meaningful to them.
These students instead prefer coursework
that requires statistical-like analyses to
explain theoretical business concepts.

Help! My Time Has Been Eaten Up
One thing that every online MBA

graduate will tell you is that the single
most challenging part of their studies was
managing their time. However, because
more than 90 percent of all online MBA
students are working professionals, they
do frequently commiserate with and offer
each other moral support for coping with
the challenges of balancing their work,
family, and social lives, usually in a
special discussion board outside of the
course that is reserved for this kind of
discourse. Also, as students get to know
each other online, or through their team
projects, or through a residency, they form
stronger bonds and communicate and
support each other via the telephone
when necessary.

Still the issue of time management is
indeed a challenging one, especially when
you consider that an online MBA course
alone customarily takes anywhere from
10 to 20 hours of time each week. If you
enroll in a program that has accelerated
courses that typically take anywhere from
6 to 8 weeks to complete, you could possi-
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bly spend an average of 25 hours per
week on your coursework. Combine that
with your job and other responsibilities
and the prospect of earning your MBA can
easily become a daunting task.

“The biggest challenge is simply
finding the time when I’m awake enough
to remember what I’m studying,” said
Jodie Filardo, online MBA student, Ari-
zona State University.

“The time you are going to have to
spend on assignments is considerable,
and it means changing the way your
organize your life. I’ve had to be more
rigorous about the time I leave work, get
up earlier at weekends, and cut down
radically on my social life,” added Christo-
pher Hodges, online MBA student, Syra-
cuse University

In the long run, most online MBA
students wind up using weekends and
evenings for accomplishing their academic
responsibilities.

Super Moms and Dads: Not
As someone who has worked out of his

home for about eight years and is married
with two children, I can tell you firsthand
that juggling your work life with your
family life at the same moment and time,
simply because you work from home, is
neither feasible nor possible. The same
holds true for juggling your studies from
home and your family life.

As you surf around the web and read
stories about online learners, you may
run across the Mom who claims to be
feeding her baby with one hand while
typing out a homework assignment. This
is hogwash. In that particular scenario,
either the baby or the homework will not
get the appropriate amount of attention.
In short, trying to be that super Mom or
super Dad who manages to provide ad-
equate attention to his or her children
and MBA studies at the same time is

indeed another challenging proposition
you’ll face. I can tell you what has worked
for me. Here are six important tips for
surviving family matters:
• Make sure your work environment is

separate from the rest of the house,
and to enter it one has to go through a
door. When that door is closed, nobody
is allowed to enter.

• Conduct your studies during hours
when your children are either sleeping
or not at home.

• Make it perfectly clear to your chil-
dren how important your work is and
that they are not to disturb you unless
it’s an emergency.

• You and your spouse or partner must
come to a solid agreement regarding
who is responsible for what and when
regarding all domestic and child-
rearing issues.

• Make sure your friends and relatives
are very aware of your schedule and
that they know when not to call on
you. Turn off the phone if you have to.
One thing I have invested in is caller
ID, which allows me to see who is
calling me and thus answer only those
calls I know are important, such as
the call from my aging mother who
may need my help, instead of the call
from the unknown telemarketer.

• Practice patience. If you’re kids are
like mine, they will, on occasion, break
the rules and knock on your door or
simply walk into your work/study
environment and start talking to you.
Stop what you are doing and give
them your undivided attention. For
dealing with this kind of innocent
interruption, it helps to remember
what it was like when you were a kid.
Robert Breen, an online MBA student

at Arizona State University, who is a
married father of two young children and
vice president of strategic planning and
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financial analysis for a temporary labor
firm in Tacoma, Washington, summed it
up well: “I attempt to be the best Dad and
husband I can be, and I spend the wee
hours studying my MBA materials,”
Breen said. “I don’t enjoy very much free
time.”

Other In-Home Study Considerations
As noted earlier, it is important that

you have a private area of your house,
preferably with a door that you can close
for privacy when doing your coursework.
However, I also realize that this kind of
setup may not be feasible within the
confines of your home. If this is your
circumstance, you have to find a quiet
corner of your home to put your worksta-
tion - which, by the way, should be only
your workstation. In other words, and for
a long list of obvious reasons, I strongly
suggest that you do not share your com-
puter and Internet connection with any-
one else in your household.

Also because you’ll obviously be spend-
ing a great deal of time in this space, you
want to make it as comfortable and
aesthetically pleasing as possible. Person-
ally, I like having a window nearby. I also
like being within easy reach of a
coffeemaker. Finally, I have a sofa in my
study for taking those absolutely neces-
sary naps. Or, if you are like Ernest
Hemingway, all your greatest work can be
accomplished in the upright position, for
Hemingway always wrote standing up.

A Word on Partners and Friends
If you live alone or are single, consider

yourself fortunate to have a general lack
of disturbances and an overall quiet home
study area to do all your coursework.
However, unmarried students also typi-
cally have plenty of social and familial
challenges to deal with and must also
perfect a balancing act when it comes to

devoting the majority of their time to
pursuing their MBA.

Jennifer Skipton, online MBA student
at the University of Colorado at Colorado
Springs, for instance, said she is in “a
long-term committed relationship” and
has the support of her partner, who is also
a student. She adds that her “friends
understand and are proud of me, but they
complain a little when the books come
before the bike ride or the volleyball
game.”

“I sometimes wonder whether my
parents and friends appreciate the extent
of the workload and time commitment,”
added Christopher Hodges, a single
online MBA student at Syracuse Univer-
sity. “I suspect they think I exaggerate! I
think, however, that true friends will
realize why they can’t see you as fre-
quently as before without it having a
negative impact.”

The Support You Need
Every online MBA graduate will tell

you that they would have never been able
to effectively complete their degrees
without the support of their spouses,
partners, relatives, employers, and/or
friends. “Your family makes a huge sacri-
fice in this endeavor,” said Venable. Regis
University online MBA graduate
Katherine Porter explained how her
husband was “100 percent on board”
while she pursued her degree. “I had his
commitment because he knew it was
important to me to finally finish that
graduate degree. I was completely honest
with him and made him part of the pro-
cess. He knew it was a two-year commit-
ment and that we would be sacrificing
free time for two years. He knew well in
advance when I would be in class and
when I would have breaks. He knew how
much it would all cost. He knew what I
thought I might gain from the investment
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of time and money. Other family and
friends, co-workers, neighbors, you name
it, all were supportive as they found out
what I was doing. You’d be surprised how
enthusiastic and willing to help everyone
is when you share such a big undertaking
with them.”

“Get support for your MBA from your
spouse or significant other and family,”
said Breen. “This is a big, big deal and
requires a lot of time that could otherwise
be spent with them. Before signing up,
make sure everyone in your immediate
family understands the commitment and
sacrifice they will be undertaking and
that they support it.”

Avoiding Computer-Based
Syndromes

As an online student you are going to
be sitting in front of a computer for long
periods of time. If you also happen to use
computers frequently on your job, the
possibility of developing a repetitive
stress injury or computer-related syn-
drome increases. A repetitive stress injury
can occur when an action performed
repeatedly causes an overabundance of
stress on joints, muscles, and/or tendons.
Advanced cases of a repetitive stress
injury can cause a permanent disability.
One of the more common forms of repeti-
tive stress injury that is caused by exces-
sive typing and mouse maneuvering at a
computer is carpal tunnel syndrome;
some other related injuries include ten-
donitis and bursitis.

Computer-related repetitive stress
injuries are known to be the result of
poorly designed workstations. According
to the U.S. Department of Labor, the
following basic design goals should be
considered by computer users when
setting up their workstations:
• The top of your computer monitor

should be just below your eye level

when your head is straight upright.
• Your head and neck should be bal-

anced and in-line with your torso.
• Shoulders should be relaxed.
• Your elbows should be close to your

body and supported.
• Your lower back should be supported.
• Your wrists and hands should be in-

line with your forearms.
• Make sure there is adequate room for

your keyboard and mouse. Your feet
should be flat on the floor.

• Some other tips to take under consid-
eration include making sure that your
wrists do not rest on any support
device or are tilted in any way, but
instead be in a straight line with your
forearm Also, it is strongly advised
that you take rests and breaks fre-
quently, at least every hour, by getting
away from your computer for at least
5 to 10 minutes or by looking away
from your computer screen and
stretching your arms and legs.

Controlling Your Academic Fate
Finally, the following tips, many of

which are just common sense but worth
repeating, are general rules of thumb for
controlling your academic fate as an
online learner and increasing your odds
for success:
• Don’t procrastinate or let the work

pile up. It is the kiss of death in any
online course.

• Keep a running, up-to-date calendar of
everything you need to do academi-
cally, socially, and work related.

• Eliminate superfluous behaviors, such
as watching television.

• Make sure you know exactly what is
required of you in your online course
at all times and do not be afraid to ask
for clarification from your instructor if
there is something that you do not
understand. In short, read the sylla-
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bus carefully and know what all your
assignments are and when they are
due as well as how you will be as-
sessed for the work you perform.

• Think before responding to any online
discussion board posts. One of the
beauties of online learning is that you
have the time to provide valuable
insights to the overall learning envi-
ronment of the entire class. One
method frequently used by smart
online learners is to first use a word
processing program to write a re-
sponse to a discussion board question,
then reread it and further analyze the
response before copying and pasting it
to the board. This method can be
cumbersome, but it will make your
comments more meaningful and
substantial, which can, in turn, affect
your grade, not to mention gain the
admiration and respect of your peers
and teachers.

• Make yourself fully aware of the
library services available to you and
seek out any information literacy
training the institution may provide to
its online students.

• If you have had problems writing
clearly in the past, get help in chang-
ing this as soon as possible. Many
schools have online writing labs and
services you can take advantage of
prior to taking your first class.

• Fully understand the rules of plagia-
rism. Adult learners, in particular,
who have been out of school for a long
time and may be a bit rusty on their
writing skills, need to review what can
be construed as plagiarism.

• “Have a backup plan in case your
Internet connection goes down and
you need to ‘meet’ with your professor
or classmates (online),” said Dawn
McAvoy, online MBA student, East
Carolina University. “Technology is

great, but only when it works. You
can’t wait until the last minute to do
an assignment, because if something
goes down and you can’t submit it, you
may be out of luck.”

• Take a break. Yes, this is a demanding
road you’re taking. If you don’t take a
nap at the rest stops, you could fall
asleep at the wheel and wind up in a
serious accident. In fact, it’s a good
idea to take several breaks from the
grind every day. For me, looking at a
National Geographic magazine or
paging through the local newspaper is
a refreshing alternative from the
computer screen. I also take naps
regularly. It’s amazing what a 10-
minute snooze will do for your energy
level.

• Try to study during the day if at all
possible. Nighttime is often not the
right time for studying.

• Get the fastest Internet connection
available in your area. Also it’s a good
idea to have the best computer you
can afford, over and above what may
be required. Any additional cost will
more than pay for itself in time sav-
ings and increased productivity.
To sum things up, my last piece of

advice for success is a cliché often used
when discussing effective business prac-
tices: “Work smarter, not harder.” In other
words, always reevaluate what you are
doing and change your plans and strate-
gies accordingly to ensure the greatest
success is achieved within the parameters
of your professional, educational, familial,
social, and spiritual well-being.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Getting Oriented

At most institutions, your very first
course will be a non-credit-bearing
or one- or two-credit orientation

course taught by an educational technolo-
gist who will introduce you to the func-
tions of your course management system
and how, in general, courses are taught
online. This is a very important first step
in the process and is mandatory before
you can be considered a bona-fide online
MBA student. Every institution handles
this process differently.

In this chapter I show you what some
of these orientation courses are like and
how you should definitely take this oppor-
tunity to learn how to communicate
effectively online as well as work with the
technology to your best advantage.

Learning the Ropes of
Online Learning

Previous chapters covered some of the
educational technologies used in an online
program, how to make sure all these
technologies are installed and working on
your computer system, and basically what
you need to know to get started on the
right footing from an organizational and
time-management perspective. All these
are also in some way related to the orien-
tation process. The orientation process
includes getting acquainted with and
playing with the technology as well as
doing some readings, assignments, exer-
cises, and tests that are part and parcel of
an online course.

Even though many online MBA stu-
dents are not newcomers to some of the
technologies used in online courses -
having used such things as e-mail,

listservs, web conferencing, file sharing,
and audio and video streaming technolo-
gies in their workplaces - they may not
have had any firsthand experiences with
moving through an actual higher-educa-
tion online teaching and learning
environment.

As online learning, in general, has
progressed over the years, orientation
processes that familiarize students with
educational technology have grown in
sophistication. There are basically two
methods used for providing these orienta-
tions: an on-campus orientation or a
completely online orientation.

I explain the components of an on-
campus orientation at Arizona State
University (ASU) and an online orienta-
tion at the University of Maryland Uni-
versity College (UMUC). The information
in both of these examples is provided as a
general overview of what an online learn-
ing orientation process would customarily
entail at most institutions.

It is imperative that you fully under-
stand how to use all the technology you
will be accessing online before you offi-
cially start taking your core required
courses. You cannot expect your profes-
sors to help you with technology-related
issues, nor your fellow students to have
patience with you if can’t master the
technology. In short, students who irritate
the flow of the coursework by being
technologically inept will not be tolerated.

ASU’s On-Campus Orientation
Online MBA programs that have

residency requirements will conduct
orientation sessions at the first residency.
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In this scenario, students are ushered
into computer labs where educational
technologists go through all the steps of
how online courses are conducted.

For the W.P. Carey MBA - Online
Program at Arizona State University
(ASU), for example, this kind of orienta-
tion begins with live lectures and lab
sessions where the parts of the online
course interface are explained and simu-
lated in detail.

Students begin by logging in their pre-
assigned username and password in the
front-page interface of their Blackboard
course management system. They are
then taken to a new front page showing
four primary sections they can access:
• My Organizations. Where students get

to know their fellow students, faculty,
and support staff by posting their
profiles and entering into non-course-
related discussions. This is also the
place where administrative and pro-
gram information and announcements
are supplied and discussed.

• Online Program Resources. For link-
ing to the alumni community, the ASU
library services and any other pro-
gram resources, such as Xanedu
course packs (see Chapter 10), as well
as for linking to online support ser-
vices.

• My Announcements. Where announce-
ments are posted for all the courses
and organizations a student may be
participating in.

• My Courses. Where students link to
the actual courses they are enrolled
in. Each course is made up of nine
standard sections:

Within the four primary sections, A
typical ASU course interface will
consist of the following:
• Announcements. Reminders

about what’s required of you as

well as links to exercises, quiz-
zes, and exams.

• Syllabus. Information about the
overall course, including faculty
introductions, grading scheme,
required readings, policies, and
links to course materials and
external resources.

• Schedule. Due dates for complet-
ing modules, readings, exercises,
quizzes, and exams.

• Modules. At ASU, modules
include the online lecture portion
of the course, comprised of text
supported by digital media, such
as graphs, tables, animations,
video introductions by professors,
and video interviews with indus-
try experts.

• Exercises. Interactive online
exercises that enhance the
learning of module concepts.

• Quizzes. Can come in a variety of
formats, including multiple
choice, fill in the blank, and
short and long essay.

• Discussion. In most cases, the
heart of the class where students
and faculty interact with each
other, by posting questions and
answers, usually asynchronously,
inside an online forum. See later
in this chapter under “Presence
and Participation” and Chapter 9
for more information.

• Groups. Where team interactions
via e-mail, discussion forums,
and file sharing takes place. See
Chapter 17.

• Tools. Where students can view
their grades.

Depending on the program, the format
of your online courses will be similar, but
not exactly the same as the ASU model.
Other course management functions may
come into play, such as live chat, instant
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messaging, online surveying and polling
tools, a course-evaluation area, a calendar
tool, and various audio and video stream-
ing components.

UMUC’s Online Orientation
Online MBA programs that do not

have residency requirements will conduct
orientation sessions completely online.
These orientation courses are comprised
of new students just like yourself. Similar
to a face-to-face orientation, the course
will be facilitated by an educational
technologist or manager who will intro-
duce everyone to the technology of online
learning. In addition to taking this course
online, students have the option of com-
municating by telephone with technology
support professionals who can personally
walk them through any questions about
the technology they might have.

An excellent example of a thorough
online orientation can be found at Univer-
sity of Maryland University College
(UMUC), where all online MBA students
must first pass a 13-week, 1-credit, online
MBA Fundamentals course before they
can move on to the real deal, so to speak.
According to Rosemary Hartigan, director
of business and executive programs at
UMUC , the MBA Fundamentals course
“gives students the opportunity to see if
they will like working online. Sometimes
students decide that they don’t have the
time, and sometimes they decide that
they want to go to the face-to-face mode
(which is also offered by UMUC).”

UMUC describes the MBA Fundamen-
tals course as serving three key purposes:
- Acquaint students with the online

environment and technologies used in
the MBA program

- Help students improve their research,
writing, and analytical skills

- Ensure that students have a founda-
tion in basic management concepts

In addition, students are given assign-
ments, with due dates, in statistics,
financial accounting, financial decision
making, and the theory of constraints.
They are also given a number of online
exercises related to research, writing,
critical thinking, and teamwork.

The theory of constraints was created
by Eliyahu Goldratt, a physicist and
business consultant who developed a
management practice and philosophy that
identifies and measures multifaceted
systems and facilitates continuous im-
provement by limiting or eliminating
constraints that prevent businesses from
reaching goals.

A faculty member teaches the course
and is available to answer any questions
students may have. By the end of the
course, students should have a good
understanding of both the academic
requirements and the technical skills
necessary to succeed in the MBA pro-
gram.

As noted on the MBA Fundamentals
course syllabus, upon successful comple-
tion of this course, students should be
able to:
• Use accepted business practices to

prepare a presentation.
• Critically assess the arguments pre-

sented in scholarly activities.
• Explore the concept of plagiarism and

techniques to avoid it.
• Write a research paper on a current

management issues supporting a
recommended course of action incorpo-
rating scholarly research.

• Build a simple business model for a
new product or service.

• Perform basic descriptive and inferen-
tial statistical analyses.

• Employ the basic tools of corporate
financial accounting.

• Apply the theory of constraints con-
cepts in an organizational setting.
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As you can see, much of what’s re-
quired of you to become an online MBA
student, except for the scholarly stuff, is
pretty much identical to what will be
required of you to be a successful business
manager, which leads me to your online
profile.

Your Online Profile
Most orientation courses start with

the typical icebreaker activity of having
students submit short biographies as a
means of introducing themselves to their
classmates and the instructor. This exer-
cise will customarily be repeated in many
of your regular courses as well. Although
this may seem like a trivial pursuit, it
really is an important step that you need
to think through before typing away. In
short, you want to make an intelligent
and honest impression.

Especially if you are in a completely
online program, your profile will be that
all-important first impression that your
professors and fellow classmates will
come to know you by. Typically a special
section of the discussion board or a
unique area reserved especially for stu-
dent profiles will be built into the first
required assignment. In many cases, you
also have the option of posting your photo
in this section of the course.

According to Karen Sangermano,
distance MBA program director, Graduate
School of Business Administration, Uni-
versity of Colorado at Colorado Springs,
“students post their profiles so that they
can get a sense of who their fellow stu-
dents are; where they work; what they do;
where they live; are they married, single,
have kids? Most students have gotten to
the point where the first thing they do is
post their profile, because they know it’s
beneficial to other students, and they
want to see it from other students.”

Sometimes your profile plays an

important role in who you wind up col-
laborating with in a class. For example,
people with similar occupations will
frequently form bonds based on the simi-
lar challenges they face at work. Or
people of varied backgrounds, such as a
marketing person and an accountant, will
seek out advice from each other related to
their areas of expertise. Overall, a well-
written, detailed profile often becomes the
catalyst for community building and
sharing in an online course. So in addition
to the typical resume for explaining your
skills and work responsibilities, it is
beneficial for you to open up about your
career goals, hobbies, family life, age,
challenges you face at work, and anything
else that you are comfortable with shar-
ing. Also, as you move through the pro-
gram, it’s wise to keep it updated.

Presence and Participation
Your profile helps to establish what

online educators refer to as your “pres-
ence” in a course. This presence is further
bolstered and identified by your effort and
ability to participate in online discus-
sions, which, in many online courses will
become part of your grade evaluation. In
other words, you have to be actively
engaged inside all those online discussion
threads that your professor kicks off with
a challenging business-related question
based on a textbook, article, or case-study
reading you were assigned. Being actively
engaged, however, does not mean that you
just agree or disagree. It means that you
contribute something meaningful and
substantial to the discussion forum on a
regular basis, which will obviously re-
quire some writing and communication
skills, which, as a prospective or current
business manager, you should already
have for the day-to-day operations of your
business. Online learner skills are dis-
cussed more in Chapter Sixteen.
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Mercy College, which offers online
graduate programs in business-related
areas, such as organizational leadership,
direct marketing, and Internet business
systems, has come up with some criteria
for determining whether a discussion
board message is actually effective and
worthy of receiving full credit. A worthy
message should be:
• Related to the course material
• Concise, not more than one screen

length
• One that encourages responses
• One that expands concepts or connects

ideas in new ways
• Timely
• Logical
• Grammatically correct and written

clearly
Source: Sloan Consortium Effective Practice, “Defining

Effective Participation.”

For additional help in this area, see
Chapter Sixteen, where I discuss writing
skills, and Chapter Seventeen, where I
review the art of working with your online
peers. I’ve also provided some information
about netiquette, below, that you should
be cognizant of when communicating
online.

About Netiquette
Netiquette is a term that came of age

with our adoption of the Internet. It refers
to the practice of being civilized in both
asynchronous and synchronous online
communications. The short definition is
practicing etiquette on the Internet.
In any social situation it’s always a good
thing to be polite and respectful. The
same holds true for the online world, and
then some. The written word can be more
powerful than the spoken word, and the
fine nuances of language can be more
easily misinterpreted in an e-mail or
discussion-forum message than it can in a

face-to-face meeting. A simple Google
search on this term will bring up numer-
ous sites that outline the rules of proper
online communication. For now, here’s a
short list that you can paste on the wall
next to your computer:
• Don’t use uppercase.
• Format your messages in a way that is

easy to read.
• Respect copyrighted materials.
• Keep your emotions in check.
• Don’t use smileys inappropriately.
• Don’t be overly brief and don’t be

overly verbose. In other words, find a
middle ground.

• Always address people by their name
in an e-mail correspondence, and
always conclude your message with a
polite “thank you” or “best regards,”
etc., and your name.

• Proofread your message for spelling,
grammar, and clarity before sending it
off.

• Do not criticize another person’s
opinion.

• If you are asked to critique someone’s
work, do it in a professional manner
and support your critique with valid
resources.

• Try to respond promptly to any of your
fellow classmates’ questions.

• Try not to send and share files that
are larger than 1 megabyte.

• Stay on topic.
• Don’t assume that everyone you send

a message to will respond to you.
• Don’t assume that a short response

from a professor or student is a sign of
curtness or disrespect. Most of the
people you will encounter as an online
MBA student are extremely busy
people.
I have a simple rule that I try to

follow when communicating electronically
with anyone. I respond to messages and
interact with people in the way I would
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like them to communicate back with me.
In other words, show respect, don’t

offend, and be precise and straight to the
point.

Final Notes on Technology
One piece of solid advice that I think

needs to be said here is don’t be intimi-
dated by technology. During the early
years of online learning, it was quite
common for students to drop out of an
online program because they simply could
not get a handle on how to use the educa-
tional technology. Even today, many
students struggle with navigating
through their online courses because they
lack basic computing skills. Couple that
with the isolation of working online, and
some students begin to feel disconnected
and subsequently lose all their motiva-
tion.

First, if you lack basic computing
skills, take some continuing-education
courses at your local college or university
before thinking about enrolling in an
online MBA program.

Second, the best way to overcome any
technology ineptness factors is to simply
pay close attention to the orientation
process and repeat it over and over, if
necessary, until you feel comfortable. Also
every school has a friendly technical
support service in place to help you with
technological challenges. Don’t be afraid
to use these services often. After all,
you’re paying for such services through
your tuition dollars.

Finally, remember that the technology
is really secondary to the learning that
will occur in an online MBA program. The
goal is for you to gain business knowledge
and skills through your coursework. Most
schools have figured out how to teach
without letting the technology get in the
way of learning by creating and fine-
tuning their orientation and support
processes and putting more emphasis on
the interactions that customarily occur
between students and faculty in any
online MBA program.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Online Learner Skills

Being a successful online learner
requires a set of skills that differs
from the skills required to be a

successful traditional on-campus student.
The online environment also presents a
unique set of challenges not seen in the
face-to-face classroom environment.
Many of these skills and challenges
discussed in this chapter hearken back to
the two previous chapters in which I
explained how online learners need to be
self-directed, disciplined, and organized
and be ready to put forth their best effort
during the online learning orientation
process. All those characteristics will
ultimately form the foundation of your
success.

However, when you get down to the
bare essential skills and challenges of
being an online MBA student, some
interesting points of view come to the
surface. And that’s what this chapter is
all about.

Communicate, Communicate,
Communicate

In the online learning environment,
having strong communication skills can
make a real difference in how much you
ultimately get out of your overall MBA
education. Unlike the face-to-face class-
room, there is no back of the class in an
online course. In the online discussion
forums and team exercises, for instance,
everyone will be quite aware of your lack
of participation, including, obviously, the
professor, who will grade you on your
discussion contributions and ability to
work with your course teammates.

According to director of the Penn State

iMBA program, John Fizel, “If you are
completely undisciplined, you are found
out a lot faster in an online program than
you may be typically in a regular (face-to-
face) program. You can’t hide online,
especially if it is a collaborative, team
environment.”

“In Blackboard we have tools that can
tell us who has logged in to what parts of
the site and how long they were there, so
the instructors know who is engaged,”
said Paula O’Callaghan, former director
of the Syracuse University iMBA pro-
gram.

In short, online student interactions
via the discussion board, e-mail corre-
spondence, or telephone are a vital part of
your learning experience. Conversations
about every course assignment, reading,
and team exercise are occurring each and
every day on numerous levels. And the
faculty member, in fact, typically takes
less of a direct role in these conversations,
acting more as a facilitator to get mean-
ingful discussions going and only inter-
vening when and if the conversation takes
a wrong turn.

“A huge part of our courses is the
discussion board, which is used to analyze
cases,” added O’Callaghan. “It works very
well in our program because it is asyn-
chronous. Our students are in 10 different
time zones. The discussion board is the
single most used feature in Blackboard.”

As you communicate with fellow
students and your professors online, keep
in mind that you have plenty of time to
think through your responses before
making a post live, and remember that
your colleagues have plenty of time to
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review and go back over what you posted.
So when making a contribution to a class
discussion, make sure it’s an intelligent,
meaningful, clear, and concise contribu-
tion and not something that you hastily
typed up just to be recognized as a partici-
pant. You can refer back to Chapter
Fifteen for more information about online
communication skills.

To give you an idea of how discussion
board posts can be graded by faculty, the
following point-system criteria is used by
Bill Pelz, a veteran online professor of
psychology at Herkimer County Commu-
nity College in upstate New York, who is
also the recipient a Sloan-C Award for
Excellence in Online Teaching:
• 0 points. The post adds no academic

value to the discussion; no new infor-
mation is presented.

• 1 point. The post contains at least one
usable fact or piece of information;
however, the fact or information is
available from the textbook.

• 2 points. The post contains at least
one usable fact or piece of information
not available from the textbook.

• 3 points. The post makes a substantial
academic contribution; material is
included that is not available just by
reading the textbook and some issue
or concept is clarified.

• 4 points. The post contains docu-
mented information that contributes
greatly to the understanding of some
issue under discussion; the new infor-
mation is explained and applied such
that the reader gains insight into the
material being studied.

Source: Sloan-C Effective Practice, “Applying Research on

Presence to Guide Online Discussions,” by Bill Pelz.

So as you can see, earning the highest
level of recognition for your discussion
posts requires a good deal of effort on
your part.

Communicating with Faculty
You will also find that faculty mem-

bers are more than willing to communi-
cate with you outside of the formal class
discussions on education-related issues
and even on a personal level if you just
put forth the effort to form a relationship
with them. Don’t take the approach that
you are imposing on faculty by calling
them on the phone or sending them an e-
mail outside of the course discussions.
Professors love to talk, and they love to
teach. They do, however, get an extraordi-
nary amount of e-mail and are required to
enter into numerous discussion forums
every week, especially if they are teaching
multiple online courses. So don’t be
offended if their written responses are
relatively short in length.

A professor’s online style may be much
different from his or her offline style. “A
faculty member may say something short
online and that may be interpreted as
being curt,” said Emily Thompson, assis-
tant director, W.P. Carey MBA - Online
Program at Arizona State University. “We
walk students through this process. Just
because a faculty member does not say
‘Hi, how are you?’ first, does not mean
that he or she does not care about how
students are doing.”

Most professors will have office hours
when you can call them on the telephone
for a more in-depth and personal dia-
logue. The truth of the matter, however, is
most students don’t take advantage of
these kinds of value-added services,
when, in fact, they should. Ironically, the
same thing happens in the on-campus
environment, with students rarely visit-
ing with their professors’ during office
hours.

Rosemary Hartigan, director of busi-
ness and executive programs at the
University of Maryland University Col-
lege (UMUC), explained how students
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sometimes “don’t think of their online
faculty members as real human beings, so
they don’t try to establish a relationship
with them. Some students are perfectly
happy not having that kind of relation-
ship. They will turn in their assignments
and that’s enough for them. But for stu-
dents who want to build relationships,
they need to put forth the effort. I’ll send
out e-mails, and some students will
respond back to me personally, but most
won’t. They will just take the information
and not respond back.”

The bottom line is that you have to
take more of an active initiative to speak
with your online faculty members by
simply calling them on the phone during
their prescribed office hours. This way
you will get the full benefit of their exper-
tise and knowledge over and beyond just
the online course environment.

A Student’s Point of View
Finally, Dawn McAvoy, an enterpris-

ing student in the East Carolina Univer-
sity online MBA program provided the
following nine tips about effectively
communicating in the online learning
environment:
• It is important to remember that

online communication is a lot like
face-to-face communication minus the
benefits of body language. It is impor-
tant to be a little more direct, I think,
because subtle cues can’t be conveyed
through body language; and if you
want someone to get your point, you
may have to be a little blunter. But do
it in a nice way.

• Try to get a feel for people’s style and
communicate accordingly. Chatty
people (like me!) tend to be chatty
online, too; but when you are in a
group with more focused people, they
may get frustrated. In a face-to-face
session, you get verbal cues that

someone is ready to move on that you
may not get online.

• Try to learn to type halfway decently.
If you are really slow or make a lot of
typos or misspellings, it can frustrate
people. It can also convolute the point
you are trying to make.

• If you think you misunderstand what
someone is saying, repeat it back to
them in a slightly different way so you
make sure you really are getting their
point (much like regular communica-
tion, but I think it is easier to misun-
derstand online).

• Be yourself. When I first started in
some of the online class forums, I
tended to be rather formal and stiff; as
I got more comfortable with the whole
idea of taking classes again (I’d been
out of college for 10 years), however, I
loosened up. Now I’m probably closer
to my normal face-to-face self.

• If you have a group project, let people
know what’s going on. If you are going
to miss a deadline the group set for
something, let them know in advance
if at all possible. Many online students
have jobs and other responsibilities, so
they completely understand if some-
thing comes up once in a while; just
let them know.

• Speak up! If you don’t understand
something, let the people you are
working with know.

• Be willing to share your experiences
and insights. Chances are, you have a
lot to offer your classmates via your
unique perspective on things.

• Let other people finish their thoughts.
Talking is so much faster than typing,
so it is important to give people time
to type everything out before com-
menting.
  McAvoy’s tips are loaded with com-

mon sense, which, in the back-and-forth
of any kind of communication can often be
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lost in emotion. When the heat and excite-
ment of an online discussion starts to rise,
take a deep breath and remember that
you can give yourself as much time as you
like to respond in a meaningful and
insightful manner that will gain the
respect of your colleagues.

The Other Skills You’ll Need
Of course, you are going to need more

than just communication skills to succeed
as an online MBA student. To reiterate
from earlier chapters, this is an academi-
cally rigorous and challenging pathway
you are taking. A necessary skills inven-
tory includes good typing skills, good
reading-comprehension skills, basic
computer and Internet skills, a solid
ability to use a number of important
programs, an ability to write at the
graduate level, a keen understanding of
how to conduct research and avoid plagia-
rism, some math skills that you may not
have used in quite a while, and test-
taking skills.

Typing Skills
This may seem apparent, but you’d be

surprised at how many business manag-
ers are not the greatest typists, primarily
because they have administrative assis-
tants who do their typing for them or they
are typically so busy with the day-in, day-
out management cycle that they don’t
spend all that much time in front of a
computer. In short, you’ll be a typing
machine in the online environment, so
you’ll need to know how to type fast and
accurately.

“The biggest liability faced by some
students might be poor typing skills,” said
Tim Bzowey, Athabasca University online
MBA student This can quickly be rem-
edied with some practice using any one of
the off-the-shelf typing software packages
available.”

“Learn to increase your typing speed
for online chat sessions if you are really
slow,” added McAvoy.

Reading-Comprehension Skills
This, too, might seem apparent, but

much of what online MBA students have
to read requires more than just reading.
Case studies, for instance, require that
you become adept at identifying and
analyzing information presented in cases
and coming up with solutions that could
resolve a variety of relative business
issues and challenges.

Because as an online MBA student
you’ll be reading a great deal more than
you may be used to, and you have time-
management challenges to begin with,
you may want to brush up on your read-
ing speed and comprehension skills.

Basic Computer Skills
How efficiently you can work on a

computer and navigate the Internet are
important skills that every online student
needs to have. In addition to being able to
copy, paste, delete, and save files; down-
load and install software; attach files to e-
mails; and search online; probably the
most important skill, overall, as it relates
to technology-related skills, is knowing
how to be highly organized on the com-
puter. All the correspondences, weekly
course assignments, and special projects
you may be working on will get hefty and
unwieldy if you don’t practice good file-
management skills.

For the Internet side of things, use
your Favorites folder wisely. Know how to
organize all those web pages you visit as
you do research throughout your
coursework into relative categories and
subcategories. Know how to succinctly
label the websites you save in these
categories and subcategories.

The same holds true for Word, Excel
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and PDF documents and e-mails. Good
folder management, in tandem with
creative category labeling, can save you
an extraordinary amount of time when
you need to go back and review your
research, correspondences, and assign-
ments, which will happen frequently.

Software Skills
You will have to be skilled at using

three primary programs: Microsoft Word,
Microsoft Excel, and Microsoft Power-
Point. You may also be required to use
Microsoft Access. How you master these
programs will depend on your course
assignments and the way you adapt to the
online learning environment, as well as
your level of creativity, especially for
PowerPoint presentations.

“The single most important software
skills would be the use of the Excel
spreadsheet package,” said O’Callaghan.
“Use of this data tool is pervasive in MBA
courses.”

You’ll use Word for writing papers and
other research-based documents. But you
may also use it for writing, editing, and
proofreading your discussion board and e-
mail communications prior to actually
sending them off through cyberspace.

You’ll use Excel for the obvious
spreadsheet and financial-analysis stuff
that is so common in the world of busi-
ness, as well as for other data-control-
oriented exercises, such as inventory
allocations and tabulations and produc-
tion analyses functions.

PowerPoint will come in handy for
team projects, when you or the team as a
whole will be required to present to the
class, either live at a residency or online
inside a web conference.

As an online student, you will be
exchanging all these files you create on a
frequent basis with your classmates and
professors either through your course

management system’s file-exchange
function or via e-mail attachments. Often,
for team projects, for instance, you will
have a separate area on your course
management interface for group collabo-
rations in which files are shared by only
the members in your team. You may go
back and forth with editing and proof-
reading each other’s work, so you’ll need
to know how to use the edit tracking
feature in Word.

Using Excel can be a daunting task. I
have yet to meet anyone who knows all
the Excel commands that exist today. It
is, indeed, a powerful program, and the
sooner you can master it, the better off
you will be. Excel is really a multifaceted
application that is also used for list man-
agement, charting, applying formulas,
and much more. There are also Excel add-
ins that provide another set of tools, such
as special statistical, linear algebra,
matrix, accounting, interactive graph
functions, and much more.

Using PowerPoint can be another
daunting task. Like Excel, many features
of this program can make you go batty. As
a graphic designer in a former life, I can
offer you some tips about designing
graphically pleasing PowerPoint presen-
tations:
• Use standard typefaces that can be

found on most PCs, such as Arial,
Times New Roman, Century School-
book, and Courier New. And do not use
more than two type styles.

• Contrast background with text. In
other words, use dark-colored text
with a light background and light-
colored or white text (usually referred
to as reverse type) with a dark back-
ground.

• Try to keep your font size to no
smaller than 24 point and absolutely
no smaller than 18 point.

• Try to use as much blank space (also
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known as white space) around the
content of your slides as possible.

• Don’t get too fancy on the graphics
and/or tables you might use. Try to
keep them as basic and simple as
possible.

• Use bullets wherever possible.
• Never use all uppercase. To emphasize

key points, use bolder typefaces and
large font sizes.
Finally, I have one personal pet peeve

about PowerPoint presentations: Please
do not write long sentences on your slides
and then read them word for word to your
audience. This is a surefire way to put
your audience into a hypnotic state. Write
only short phrases - not full sentences -
that hit on the main points of your pre-
sentation, and prepare like you would for
any public-speaking engagement.

Basic Writing Skills
As an online MBA student and as a

business manager, you obviously need
basic writing skills to compose effective
business plans, letters, memos, and
reports.

As someone who writes and edits for a
living and who once taught freshman
English composition to college students, I
have come up with my own set of very
basic writing tips:
• Don’t be afraid of writing. Writing is

actually a very simple process. Many
people develop unfounded paranoia
about their writing abilities, going
back to some high school or early
college experience when a teacher red-
inked a paper they were initially so
proud of composing. I’ve run into so
many people who repeat a self-proph-
esying “I can’t write,” when all they
need to do is say the reverse of that
and add “writing is easy” to their
vocabulary to conquer their writing
fears in an instant.

• Understand logic. From years of
editing other people’s work I have
found that the most common writing
errors are related to logic. With my
freshman composition students, I
would ask them if they felt their
papers followed a logical progression
of thought. In other words, did one
paragraph lead to the next and so on
and so forth until they reached their
conclusion? Did they follow the rules
of inductive (from specific to general)
and deductive (from general to spe-
cific) reasoning? For example, in a
writing assignment, you might induce
that a company is unethical based on
your reading of a number of specific
cases in which that company per-
formed unethically. Or in another
writing assignment you might deduce
that if a business has been accused of
performing unethically, and that
business is brought to a court of law in
which its executives are found guilty
of unethical business practices, that
business will either fold up or be
restructured. In other words, the
premises of an argument, if true, will
lead to a valid deduction or conclusion.
Writing clearly requires that you
repeatedly read your essays and
papers with a keen eye to the overall
logic of what you have composed.

• Grammar, punctuation, sentence
structure, and clarity problems can be
easily reconciled with some remedial
studying and homework. One book I
strongly recommend for a remedial
writing refresher is “The Elements of
Style,” written by William Strunk, Jr.
in 1918 - the full contents of which are
freely available online at
www.bartleby.com/141/.

• Does your writing flow? Pay attention
to how your sentences and paragraphs
are tied together to produce a smooth-
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flowing piece of writing. Some of the
tricks of the trade for this include
using transitional statements such as
nonetheless, therefore, thus, hence, for
example, for instance, etc. - but try not
to overuse these. Another is to tie your
second sentence to the sentence that
precedes it. For example, the following
three sentences are all tied together
and thus provide a smooth train of
thought: Three of the company’s top
executives were accused of “cooking
the books” for their personal financial
gain, resulting in their shareholders’
losses. These unethical accounting
practices led to the company’s demise.
Furthermore, a jury found that the
company’s accountancy firm ob-
structed justice by shredding docu-
ments related to these unethical
accounting practices.

Graduate-Level Writing Skills
Most online MBA programs require, in

addition to remedial writing skills, gradu-
ate-level writing skills. This basically
means that you will need to understand
how to quote and cite whatever sources of
information you use in your writing
assignments. Additionally, you’ll have to
understand how to avoid plagiarism.
Some programs also require that you
follow the guidelines of a particular
writing and citation style, such as the
Chicago Manual of Style, the American
Psychological Association (APA) style, or
the American Medical Association (AMA)
style.

If your academic writing skills are
rusty, which is definitely not unusual for
the typical online MBA student, most
programs will politely ask you to take
advantage of the school’s online writing
lab, called an “OWL,” and/or various other
writing tutorial services that the school
may provide, which are quite common
today.

Information Literacy Skills
Information literacy is an important

competency that online students need to
develop quickly. The prevalence of
Internet-based research has brought
about a stronger emphasis on information
literacy instruction today. A relatively
new field of distance-education
librarianship has evolved that is geared
toward showing students how to find
dependable information for their research
and studies.

The Association of College and Re-
search Libraries (ACRL) defines informa-
tion literacy as a “set of skills needed to
find, retrieve, analyze, and use informa-
tion. It includes the technological skills
needed to use the modern library as a
gateway to information. It enables us to
analyze and evaluate the information we
find, thus giving us confidence in using
that information to make a decision or
create a product.”

The amount of free information easily
accessible over the Internet has caused
concern among librarians regarding the
reliability and validity of such informa-
tion. Additionally, higher-education librar-
ies have been rapidly growing their
subscription-based, full-text electronic
archives, which have become increasingly
available through mass digitization of
information by publishers and informa-
tion aggregators. The end result of all this
is that a vast sea of digitized information
presents itself to students conducting
business research, and it’s easy to drown
in this deep expanse of information.

Distance-education librarians will
explain how people have become overly
reliant on “Googling” for all their informa-
tion needs, which is not considered schol-
arly research because such popular search
engines do not access information from
proprietary databases designed and
licensed by academic libraries.
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Scholarly research is difficult to define
in business but there are two reasons to
use the library in MBA programs. First,
you get access to top-notch proprietary
databases like Dow Jones, Lexis Nexis,
etc. for free through the library subscrip-
tions. Secondly, depending on the require-
ments of your program, your own re-
search resources usually need to include
scholarly or peer-reviewed research.

In short, popular search-engine re-
search alone can be very limited in scope,
and students need to learn how to use
alternatives by taking advantage of their
school’s academic library services. This is
where online information literacy skills
training plays an important role in the
overall online educational system.

First and foremost are the electronic
resources that registered students can log
in to with their student ID username and
password to access the library’s propri-
etary databases, which includes periodical
indexes, reference materials, and elec-
tronic books. This is the kind of library
service that you can expect from any
online MBA program. Students use such
databases to find articles from magazines
and major U.S. and international newspa-
pers, information from papers published
in scholarly, peer-reviewed journals on a
wide variety of topics, statistical data,
and transcripts of television and radio
programs. Getting access to all these
resources is worth its weight in gold
because, first of all, as a matriculated
student, you get access to all this valuable
and costly information for free.

Secondly, many of your assignments
will require that you include such re-
sources in your research.

The UMUC library provides technical
support if students have trouble logging
in and getting access, online guidance on
how to search databases, and 24-hour
telephone and live “Chat with a Librar-
ian” support services. An Online Tutorials

section covers how to use the web for
research, including special online tutori-
als on how to search for company, finan-
cial, and industry information in the
library’s databases, which online MBA
students will frequently use during their
individual and group projects and assign-
ments.

All graduate students at UMUC must
take a noncredit course called “Library
Skills for the Information Age,” which, as
noted on the UMUC website, is designed
to familiarize students with online library
and information resources - material that
is critical for twenty-first-century manag-
ers.  In this self-paced online tutorial,
students learn to use a variety of elec-
tronic retrieval systems. The course is
designed so students take a pretest, six
modules with self-assessment questions
and quizzes, and a post-test. “The purpose
of the course is to alert students to the
many resources, databases, and research
opportunities that are now available
online.”

Overall, my advice is to take advan-
tage of any such library services being
offered as soon as you are considered a
registered student with a valid student ID
username and password. Not only will it
be beneficial for all your coursework, you
will also learn a lifelong Internet-based
research skill that will serve you well in
both your personal and business life.

Quantitative Skills
The quantitative-oriented academic

side of online MBA programs is often the
most challenging for many students. Most
programs require that you have at least a
basic knowledge of algebra and statistics.

However, many adult learners have
what can be considered “math anxiety,”
because they have either not used algebra
and/or statistics for years or they have
bad memories associated with their math
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education experiences as undergraduate
or even high school students. UMUC’s
Hartigan explained that some students
perceive math courses as being “too
theoretical or impractical, although
anyone who has worked in business
understands how loud numbers can talk,
particularly if they have dollar signs
attached to them.”

Hartigan said that to combat such
negative attitudes, students enrolled in
UMUC’s MBA Fundamentals course  –
which is UMUC’s online orientation that I
covered in Chapter Fifteen  –  must go
through two modules that cover statisti-
cal concepts and some basic financial
accounting concepts. Hartigan added that
the professors who teach quantitative-
oriented subject matter in the UMUC
online MBA program explain to students
that they cannot approach quantitative
assignments like they approach reading.
“Students think they can spend an hour
or so reading a math problem and they
will be able to figure it out. Not so. There
is no way around going over the material
very carefully numerous times until you
absorb it. You just have to be willing to
put in that time, unless you are a math
genius, particularly if the material is new
to you. Students also tend to expect that
they should be able to plug numbers into
a set formula. This does not help to solve
problems. However, one professor (who
teaches quantitative courses) did say that
part of students’ problems with math
relates to having inadequate Excel skills.”

Another area where math comes into
play as an online MBA student is in any
accounting courses, which are core to all
MBA programs. In particular, students
who were not business majors during
their undergraduate years find account-
ing coursework to be the most challeng-
ing. The iMBA program at the Penn State
World Campus helps to rectify this by

providing all its students with an optional
self-paced online course that highlights
fundamental accounting skills that stu-
dents take prior to enrolling in their first-
term “Accounting for External Reporting”
course.

So the bottom line with regard to
quantitative skills is to simply take
advantage of any remedial math courses
and/or tutorial services that most schools
offer to its online MBA students.

Test Taking
Another important skill that you may

or may not have relates to taking tests.
The academic community lumps testing
under the single term of assessments. An
assessment can mean an exam, test, quiz,
survey or assignment. Exam results
quantify a student’s overall knowledge
about any given subject or subjects. Tests
are more like diagnostic tools in that they
measure a person’s level of understanding
about a subject. Quizzes are typically
used as a means to provide feedback to
students about their understanding of any
given subject. With quizzes, students
answer a series of questions and then get
immediate results. Surveys are diagnostic
tools that measure a group’s level of
understanding of, or their opinions about,
a subject. Assignments are simply exer-
cises, like homework, that help faculty get
an understanding of your research and
communication skills.

Depending on the program, you may
take all, some, or none of these assess-
ments either online or at a residency.
Most assessments require that you com-
plete them within a certain timeframe. An
online assessment, for example, might
automatically shut off within one hour
after you start taking it. Some students
are not good at taking assessments under
time pressures, be they online or on-
campus, giving rise to anxiety. Other
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students and faculty alike dislike exams
and tests and believe that they are not
valid measurements of a person’s true
intelligence, but really enjoy taking online
quizzes that provide immediate feedback
about their knowledge, skills, and/or
ability to make wise decisions under
pressure, which brings me to the conclu-
sion of this chapter.

Take This Test, Please
If you want to take a fascinating

online assessment that measures your
level of information technology knowledge
and skills (ITKS) in the following areas:
computer knowledge and skills, word
processing, spreadsheets, databases,
presentations, and web development - all
of which are important in the world of
business - go to www.unt.edu/slis/
apppacket/ITKS/ITKSassess.htm and
take the University of North Texas (UNT)
School of Library and Information Sci-
ences (SLIS) and play with its ITKS
online diagnostic tool.

See whether you score the recom-
mended standard score of 75 percent to
demonstrate “satisfactory readiness” in
each of the aforementioned areas. If you
score lower than 75 percent, you may
need to take some remedial action. The
ITKS diagnostic tool is used as a measure
of entry-level requirements for UNT’s
SLIS Master’s degree program, but it’s
generic enough to give you a good indica-
tion of your information technology capa-
bilities as they relate to the business
world, as well as good practice for getting
used to taking online assessments.

Ten Tips and Tricks for
the Online Student

School district instructional technolo-
gist and former online graduate student
at the University of Phoenix Mark Evans
says he did not expect “too many bumps
in the online road” when he enrolled in
his first online graduate-level course in
2000. After all, he’s an avid computer
geek and Internet-savvy professional who
is “firmly entrenched” in all that is new
and cutting edge in the world of education
technology. Or so he thought.

Evans claims that at the end of his
first week as an online student he felt
“panicked, confused, and overwhelmed,”
as it quickly became apparent to him that
“this virtual schooling was not going to be
easy. I struggled to work within a syn-
chronous and asynchronous environment
while juggling my teammate’s schedules,
multiple assignments, and my day-to-day
job. Finally, after the first course, I real-
ized I had to make some changes.”

To help himself, and his fellow class-
mates, Evans came up with the following
10 tips (condensed version) for the online
learner:
• Read everything twice. Read every-

thing twice. It’s very easy for a stu-
dent in an online environmen, pressed
for time and anxious to complete
homework, to scan through postings,
lectures, and assignments without
really reading or, consequently, retain-
ing anything. By reading each posting
twice, a student has a better chance of
understanding the true message being
communicated.

• Wait to reply. An immediate response
to a posting or message that a student
finds upsetting or challenging can
often result in a war of words rather
than thoughtful discussion or mean-
ingful discourse. You may send some-
thing thinking your words are humor-
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ous or satirically funny, but others
may misinterpret them. Take the
equivalent of a “Count to 10 and
breathe” break before hitting the
Reply button.

• Reference it. Perhaps print it. The
temptation in an online classroom is
to print everything you’re assigned to
read, from e-mails and postings to
websites and lectures. Only print
reading assignments that are to be
referenced later or if the assignment is
somewhat lengthy. However, if you’re
“paper-trained,” you may need to have
the tactile sensation of holding what
you read in your hands, so feel free to
print your reading assignments.

• Talking in class. Instant messaging
(or live chat) can bring spontaneity of
real-world conversation to you and
your fellow online colleagues. If you
are allowed to use chat software, it’s
important to keep a log of your conver-
sations for posting to your classroom.
For example, when my teammates
and I chatted about projects, we
copied our conversation to the class
folder. This allowed absent team
members to follow our train of thought
as we developed our ideas and pro-
cesses.

• A place for everything and everything
in its place. In an online course,
information comes at you fast and
furious and, before you realize it,
you’re buried under a deluge of data
and piles of printouts. Organize both
your printed and computer files the
same way. The naming structure you
have on your hard drive should mirror
what you have in the real world. This
method of organizing my coursework
saved me time, eased my frustration,
and helped me focus more on the
course.

• Getting personal. Title the subject line
of postings with personal and require-
ment data. Simply put, make it easy
to know who sent the posting and why.
Is it an assignment, a comment, a
question to the professor? Above all,
use your subject lines for quick identi-
fication by others of your postings.

• Make your message meaningful. Make
an effort to include more details,
rationale, and opinion in your online
discussions. Cite the specific portion of
the discussion to which you are refer-
ring. This enables those in your class
to follow the conversation’s path, and
contributes to a more intelligent
discourse. Otherwise, postings have
little meaning, and the students and
facilitator have to “hunt” around for
shifts in discussion topics.

• Better safe than sorry. For complete
and accurate documentation, anytime
you send an e-mail or posting, send a
copy to yourself. This provides proof
that the e-mail is delivered through
the school’s system, and shows when
the e-mail was sent. This is critical for
assignments due by a certain time.
Send a copy of important messages to
yourself at an alternate e-mail ad-
dress (such as a Hotmail or Yahoo!
account) to ensure that you have a
complete set of records in case some-
thing happens to the program server
or network. If you have all of your
information stored in a separate
account, you can continue working
without interruption.

• Be your own guide. If your professor
does not seem to be an effective class-
room leader, you can help by commu-
nicating clearly and effectively with
him or her. Keep e-mails to one ques-
tion or one topic; multiple questions in
a message may be overlooked in a
response. Make use of all methods of
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communication provided by the pro-
fessor: phone, e-mail, chat software,
etc. If you do contact him or her by
phone or chat, follow up with an e-
mail or posting afterward stating
what you asked and what you believe
the answer was. Do not wait for the
situation to become unbearable before
asking for help or clarification. By
asking questions immediately, you
may never have problems.

• Ready, set, go. Maintain an accurate
calendar and schedule. At the start of
each course, enter all assignment due
dates in your planner. Then determine
how many days you will need to
complete each assignment. For in-
stance, if an assignment is due on
Thursday that you believe will take
three days to complete, mark your
planner to work on the assignment on

Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday.
Remember to allow time for personal
and employment-related events. If
possible, allow an extra day or two for
technology glitches, team members
running behind on projects, and other
unforeseen delays. Don’t forget to set
aside time for studying, reviewing,
and researching.
So, there you have it - just about every

skill requirement for becoming a success-
ful online learner has been covered in this
chapter. If you are like most adult learn-
ers, you already have many of these skills
but perhaps not all of them. Fine tuning
those areas where you may be lacking
shouldn’t take you longer than one semes-
ter or quarter. You may, however, find it a
bit more challenging to tackle what’s
covered in the next chapter on how to be
an effective team player.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Working With Your Peers

Most online MBA programs
emphasize teamwork and
frequently put students into

revolving groups, usually of four to five
people, to work together on a variety of
assignments, such as case-based projects,
research reports, and business plans.
Cohort-based programs with residencies
often have these team projects culminate
in their face-to-face sessions, where
students present their collaborative work
that they have conducted primarily online
and via telephone calls and/or web confer-
ences during a semester or quarter. This
is also where they get evaluated by their
peers and faculty. Programs without
residencies conduct team projects com-
pletely online. Either way, students are
required to learn how to work with their
classmates, which, at times, can be a
challenge for a variety of reasons, espe-
cially in the online environment when
team members are located in different
time zones and may often need to connect
in real time online.

In Chapter 10, I introduced the notion
of how team projects are good examples of
competency-based learning techniques
that are based on specific learning objec-
tives and outcomes. In this chapter, I go
into the details of how some schools
facilitate team projects and how you can
be an effective team player. I include real-
life examples and advice throughout.

“Students expect group projects at this
level, and Blackboard has a feature for
group file exchanges, so groups have their
own private place in Blackboard where
they can work on papers and pass around
drafts without having to e-mail them,”

said Paula O’Callaghan, former director,
IMBA Program, Syracuse University.
“They can also have their own chat rooms
and discussion boards, which is important
when students are in different time
zones.”

Team Projects in General
Working in teams is what most

businesspeople must deal with on a daily
basis, particularly those who work within
large corporations. When it comes to
online learning, the goal for many busi-
ness schools is to parrot real-life business
team endeavors as closely as possible
with the aim of teaching students how to
become better team players.

One of the themes that consistently
comes up when talking about online MBA
team-based projects is that they can be
both invigorating and disgruntling to
students. Overall, however, there is a
growing trend in the world of online MBA
programs whereby business schools are
becoming more adept at facilitating active
and highly organized team projects that
students can find to be quite beneficial to
their overall business education.

Team Innovation Example
(Penn State)

I have talked extensively about team
projects with more than a dozen online
MBA program administrators, almost all
of whom double as professors who facili-
tate team projects in their online courses.
Some of the most innovative team-based
projects I came across were from the Penn
State World Campus lock-step cohort
online MBA curriculum.

Everything You Need To Know About Earning An MBA Online          97



Penn State’s online MBA program
consists of eight terms. At the end of the
third term, which is about nine months
into the program, students meet face to
face for their first week-long residency. A
second week-long residency is held at the
end of the final term. The entire program
takes 24 months to complete. Both resi-
dencies are team-based.

As noted on the Penn State online
MBA website, “In the first residency
experience, students work with a promi-
nent U.S. firm and its executives, inte-
grating financial, organizational, cultural,
and strategic themes as they dissect the
operations of the firm and provide a
perspective on future operations. In the
second residency experience, the capstone
requirement of the program, students
integrate knowledge and skills attained
from all previous courses to develop and
implement strategic plans in an interna-
tional business environment. Guest
speakers from business and industry take
part in each residency experience.”

A Team-Based
Integrative Experience

Penn State Program Director John
Fizel explained how corporate America, in
general, looks toward MBA programs to
develop managers “who can work in all
functional areas of business.” The iMBA
program integrates that philosophy across
its curriculum, including its two residency
requirements. At one of its first week-long
residencies, for example, a group of ap-
proximately 60 students were given the
opportunity to interact with high-level
executives at QVC, headquartered in
Philadelphia. Prior to the residency,
student teams prepared by conducting an
analysis of the company using publicly
available information. At the residency,
students toured the company’s operations
and questioned executives from different

functional areas of QVC about their roles
in the business and within QVC’s overall
mission and vision. The students then
combined this public information with the
information they gleaned at the live
meetings and came up with an integrative
company analysis that examined the
financial, organizational, cultural, and
strategic aspects of the company.

During the week, the teams made
several presentations before iMBA faculty
and each other and participated in a
poster session related to the QVC project.
The culminating assignment for each
team was to use their company analysis
as the foundation for offering a document
that outlined strategic alternatives for the
future operations of QVC. These docu-
ments were 75 to 100 pages and shared
with the company.

This kind of team project “integrates
everything they have learned and imme-
diately puts theory into practice with a
company outside of their own,” said Fizel.
“Students develop the skills to work in all
functional areas of business by completing
this broad and in-depth analysis.”

International Teamwork
For the second and final week-long

residency in Penn State’s iMBA program,
students come to the Penn State campus
and participate as teams in an interna-
tional business electronic simulation
exercise. Each team takes on the role of a
mock business competing in the interna-
tional marketplace. The electronic simula-
tions allow the teams to integrate produc-
tion, marketing, finance, and people
skills.

Working an average of 60 hours over
the entire week, the teams tackle a series
of questions and challenges concerning
such issues as overseas and domestic
operational plans, marketing strategies,
distribution channels, organizational
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strategies, internal costs, profitability,
and more. “Students again see the inte-
gration of business functions but now
extended to a global marketplace,” said
Fizel.

More Perspectives on Teams
Other variations of team projects

include small groups of students coming
together completely online without ever
meeting face to face. Some completely
online team projects might have students
take sides in a business debate inside a
special group-based discussion board, for
instance, arguing back and forth about a
company’s strategic adaptability, or lack
thereof, over the long term of a business
cycle. Other team projects will assess
various segments of a business enterprise,
through the examination of case studies.
For example, one team might do an
evaluation of a human resources or mar-
keting case, and another team might
collectively critique that evaluation.

Again, all these types of team-based
projects usually culminate in teams
working together to write a paper or
create a PowerPoint presentation. Over-
all, the added value of such team assign-
ments typically comes from the rich
discussions and give-and-take learning
and sharing that takes place between
students. “You get a lot more input from a
lot more people when they do team
projects,” noted Penn State’s Fizel.

Ensuring Participation
Still, not all team projects operate as

smoothly as both students and faculty
would like, so business schools usually
develop rules for teams that ensure that
everyone carries his or her own weight
instead of having the bulk of the burden
of team projects fall on the more enter-
prising students in any particular group.
This is accomplished through such things

as team charters and team work plans.
At the University of Phoenix, for instance,
students must fill out a “Learning Team
Charter.” The charter lists team members’
names and contact information (phone,
fax, and e-mail), each team member ’s
skill inventory, learning team goals,
ground rules, and a conflict-management
section that asks what potential conflicts
might arise among or between team
members and how members will deal
with such conflicts.

Similar to a University of Phoenix
Learning Team Charter, the University of
Maryland University College (UMUC),
requires students to develop an official
work plan for their team projects. The
plan sets forth very clearly who is sup-
pose to do what and outlines responsibili-
ties and deadlines for turning in assign-
ments. The work plan is submitted to the
course professor for approval, and all
contributions to the team project must be
posted inside a special group section
created in the course management sys-
tem. If a problem arises, the professor has
the work plan for evidence as well as the
ability to see who met their responsibili-
ties inside the online group section.

In general, team project agreements
are known to be very successful with
regard to cutting down on team problems,
as such agreements enforce accountabil-
ity.

Another form of enforcing accountabil-
ity is often accomplished through team
project peer evaluations. At Arizona State
University, for instance, at the end of a
team project students anonymously rate
their fellow teammates by completing a
special online peer evaluation form in an
area of the course management system
that is only viewable by the professor of
the course. Professors will use the evalua-
tions, particularly in relatively large team
projects that occur over the time period of
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an entire course, as a guide for tabulating
a percentage that is worked into students’
overall grades.

Comments and Advice from Students
I communicated with about 20 online

MBA students and alumni and asked
them a number of questions related to
team projects. What follows are some of
the questions I asked and their com-
ments. These are provided to give you a
general feel for how online MBA students
reacted to and adapted to team projects. I
think you’ll find an interesting mix of
observations and advice that could prove
to be helpful when you are put into a
similar team situation as an online MBA
student.

What Are Team Projects Like?
The obvious primary and general

question was what were your team
projects like? Overall, the responses were
both emotional, in relation to working
with teammates who did not pull their
weight, to fairly straight forward, in
relation to how teamwork was organized
and accomplished.

From Linda Couch, online MBA
graduate, University of Maryland
University College (UMUC), on learn-
ing about international business:

“We had team papers, for the most
part. During the finance module we also
had problems to solve. But most of the
work involved writing papers that had
varying degrees of difficulty and complex-
ity. The most complex one was in our
international business module. We were
given a list of pairs of countries. Then we
had to identify a real company that was
not doing business in one of the pairs of
countries. We first split into sub teams,
and each sub team studied one of the
countries with respect to political climate,
economy, infrastructure, trade, labor

market, legal system, etc. We wrote
interim papers for different sets of crite-
ria for each country. Then each sub team
evaluated that country with respect to
bringing out our chosen company’s prod-
uct to market into that country and wrote
a paper analyzing the opportunity. Then
the sub teams compared notes and de-
cided as a team which one of the countries
was better suited for the product. We
wrote our final paper to recommend one
country and supported our recommenda-
tion.”

From Christopher Hodges, online
MBA student, Syracuse University,
on working on a team from across an
ocean:

“I’ve sometimes had to reassure
students from the U.S. that it will be
possible to function effectively with my
being based in Spain provided that they
remember to build in the six-hour time
difference, which, in fact, works to their
advantage because it effectively gives the
team a 30-hour day. They can post some-
thing last thing at night U.S. time that I
can work on in the European morning and
have ready by the time they get up.

“Organizing the work between team
members seems to depend on the number
and complexity of assignments. For a
larger number of shorter assignments, a
team member will usually take responsi-
bility for preparing a draft of an entire
assignment on which the other team
members will give feedback before final
submission. For more complex assign-
ments, them members prepare different
sections and then an ‘editor ’ will put them
together to create one document. The
assignments range from Word documents
to PowerPoint presentations, including
one that required a voiceover commen-
tary. The content varies enormously
between modules and professors. Some
use more case studies than others.”
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From Katherine Porter, online
MBA graduate, Regis University, on a
differing point of view:

“Thankfully, I had precious few team
projects, maybe four total. My experience
has been that team projects in school
generally turn into one or two people
doing all the work and everyone else
benefiting from it. In checking with
friends who had completed their MBAs -
all in traditional programs - those who
were in team-based programs, and those
who just had to work on projects in teams
on occasion, all agreed that the team
concept was a distraction, that it helped
unqualified/undeserving students gradu-
ate, and unfairly burdened the real go-
getters. So, I made a concerted effort to
find a program where team projects were
not a focus. Though the schools with
team-based projects will argue that
teamwork is a part of life and professional
work, I think during school it is important
to focus on mastering the concepts and
subjects yourself. You can later contribute
to a team according to your strengths and
weaknesses as discovered during school.”

From Jenifer Skipton, online MBA
student, University of Colorado at
Colorado Springs, on improving
communication skills:

“As far as what the projects were like,
they were somewhat challenging given
that everyone has different ideas. Only
twice have I come up against someone
who didn’t bother to contribute and
seemed to just ‘hide’ in the background,
but we were able to overcome that and
managed to entice that person to partici-
pate. Usually when doing projects, we
meet once - online or through e-mails -
and plan what needs to be done and break
up into tasks for everyone, with timelines
provided. Second, we all submit our work
to each other and then meet again to
discuss our findings. Finally, one last

meeting is held to kind of summarize and
write up our paper.

“Everyone takes turns on who com-
pletes what portion of the assignments to
ensure all are involved. Basically, to do
online courses you have to plan ahead.
One of the first things we all seem to do
at the beginning of the semester, when
teams are first assigned, is to let everyone
know our contact methods, work sched-
ules, and finally, any vacation plans that
will make it difficult for us to contribute.
We all do this so that we all get a good
understanding of what challenges, per-
sonally, everyone is up against, and this
way we can work around things.”

Any Advice for More Effective
Teams?

Some of the other questions asked of
these students centered around providing
advice in relation to collaborating effec-
tively and actually getting the work done.
There was an immediacy factor empha-
sized, with recommendations to move
away from the online environment to live
chat or phone conversations for more
personal, easier-to-comprehend interac-
tions and to quickly resolve any disagree-
ments or workload questions and strate-
gies. There was also a strong emphasis on
respecting cohorts under what could be
trying and challenging circumstances.
Following are some observations and
advice related to working sensibly as a
team member.
From Linda Couch:
• Our teachers forced us to start by

creating a team web page. This per-
haps sounds like a waste of time, but
it accomplished several things. First,
it forced you to figure out how to work
together before you had something
very difficult to do. Second, the web
page included contact info, so you had
everything you needed if/when you
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needed to reach someone. Third, we
were asked to include codes of conduct
e.g., when people will check e-mail,
how people will offer criticism, or how
we would resolve conflicts. It created a
sense of being a team right away.

• Especially at first, use the most “inti-
mate” form of communication possible
in order to build a relationship and
establish working methods. The order
of communication preference should
be face-to-face meeting, phone conver-
sation, chat room, e-mail.

• Ask people to identify their strengths
and weaknesses, or likes and dislikes.
This helps make it easier to distribute
workload and figure out how to func-
tion best as a team.

• Force different teammates to take
leadership roles. In an online environ-
ment, it is much easier to “disappear”
and hope someone else will do the
work.

• Enable real-time communication
vehicles such as chat room and tele-
conference capabilities.

From Christopher Hodges:
• Establish the ground rules for teams

at the start of the term, covering
communication, timing, working
arrangements, and a detailed agree-
ment regarding how the first assign-
ment is going to be handled.

• Remember that things take longer
when undertaken virtually, so plan
accordingly.

• Take the initiative to keep in touch,
come up with ideas, and generally
keep the momentum going.

• Keep team members informed of what
you’re doing, especially if you can’t
meet a deadline.

• Mix calls with e-mails.
• Always give feedback on other team

members’ work, even if it’s to say “job

well done” and you don’t have any-
thing to add.

• Address problems quickly. Call team
members if they are not maintaining
communication to find our what’s
going on. Consider dropping a mem-
ber, even if that person’s name ap-
pears on the assignment, which makes
organizing work much easier for the
remaining members.

• When the problems start early, con-
sider warning the team member that
he or she will be dropped from the
team and the professor informed
accordingly.

From Katherine Porter:
•  Always take the high road. You might

feel confident that you’re in the right,
but it’s a big world and you don’t own
it, so don’t take any bait, and never
lower yourself to another’s level. In
fact, give some thought to why some-
one might be baiting you or slinging
mud. (Did you inadvertently cause
offense?)

• Keep an open mind, especially with
online communications it is easy to
misunderstand someone. Ask forgive-
ness when you’ve been a jerk. Better
yet, don’t be a jerk to begin with.

• Start every interaction respecting
others, respecting them as humans,
classmates, and professionals. Resolve
to learn something from everyone. If
you approach interactions with that
intent, you’re more likely to succeed in
every way.

Final Note on Teams
Yes, indeed, team projects can be

multifaceted, dynamic, and valuable
learning experiences, but also somewhat
controversial and troubling at times.

Being open-minded, conscientious,
unselfish, and a good worker bee, so to
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speak, should serve you well. Team
projects have been known to create excel-
lent networking opportunities for stu-
dents, so don’t take them lightly. Under
the right circumstances, you could be
interacting with and learning from high-

level, knowledgeable business people,
which is an aspect of being an online MBA
student that is truly valuable, beyond
what you might learn from your profes-
sors and the overall curriculum itself.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Your Pathway

Although most online MBA gradu-
ates are already gainfully em-
ployed, a good number of them are

also actively seeking new pathways to
carry through the knowledge and skills
they have gained through their education.
It’s not unusual, for instance, for online
MBA graduates to experience high levels
of frustration with unreceptive employers.
These graduates find that their enthusi-
asm to make a difference at their jobs,
which was generated through their online
education experience, is not so readily
heeded by their bosses. Consequently,
many online MBA graduates do keep their
eyes open for other opportunities. I heard
of one enterprising student, for instance,
who made four upwardly mobile job
moves during his three-year online MBA
experience.

Other students have found that their
online education could bring them imme-
diate rewards, resulting in promotions
before they actually graduated. These
students work for progressive companies
that have a keen sense of how technology
is changing the workplace. In fact, as
more of corporate America utilizes web-
based technologies in its day-to-day
business activities, executives are increas-
ingly seeing online learning itself as a

skill-builder that teaches people how to
communicate effectively in the online
environment.

No matter what your situation, you
are going to ask yourself how this new
degree will affect your career? In short,
the online MBA graduate is really no
different from the traditional MBA gradu-
ate. The same rules apply for finding
work; however, the job-seeking online
MBA student may face a few hurdles that
the traditional online MBA graduate does
not face.

All this relates to your career advance-
ment or, what many people refer to today
as career switching, career enhancement,
or even lifelong learning. This chapter
contains some tips, advice, and percep-
tions from some experts in the field of
career development, and some general
information that can help you evolve to
the next level of your professional life and
beyond.

Potential Employer Perceptions
Even though your degree will not

stipulate that you earned your MBA
online, any prospective employer you talk
with during a job-hunting expedition
could easily find out that you did. If, for
instance, a graduate earned his online
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MBA from a school in California and
applied for a position in New York, where
he happens to live, his resume would
show a discrepancy between his place of
residence and where he went to school.
Plus, during an interview process, when
and if the conversation turns to education
history, “online” will more than likely
come to the forefront.

One problem that can arise is a poten-
tial employer’s perception of online degree
programs. As mentioned in Chapter 12,
some executives are not fully aware of
how online education can be considered a
learning and skill-enhancing experience
on equal footing with a traditional MBA.
Online MBA graduates who find them-
selves in a circumstance where a poten-
tial employer’s perception is misinformed
have to become educators themselves. For
instance, if you’re in a potential
employer’s office that has an Internet
connection (or you bring your personal
notebook with wireless access), you can
easily do an online demonstration of your
program’s features and curriculum. Or
you can keep printouts handy of your
program’s curriculum that outline the
courses you took as an online student. You
can also refer prospective employers to
the professors and deans of the program
you graduated from, who are always more
than happy to assist graduates with
career advancement.

Perhaps, most importantly, if there
was something that you learned as an
online student that you immediately
applied to your job, make sure you have
that recorded in some way that can be
shown on a resume or report or referenced
through a colleague or letter of recom-
mendation. For example, online MBA
student at Athabasca University Tom
Kiley, who works as a senior manager of
organizational effectiveness for a financial
group in Toronto, notes that his experi-

ence as an online learner “has broadened
my understanding of key business con-
cepts and sharpened my analytical skills.
I have been able to directly apply this
learning to workplace initiatives, height-
ening my personal contribution to key
department projects - early payback on
the investment in the MBA program.” So
the basic message to all online MBA
students is, if you’ve already experienced
what Kiley refers to as “early payback,”
be sure you have that as proof of how
online learning is really no different from
on-campus.

Nonetheless, if you are an experienced
business professional, you will more than
likely not have to deal with a scenario in
which you will have to explain your
formal education to a prospective em-
ployer. If you only have a few years of
professional work experience under your
belt, the formal education part of your
resume may be a more important factor.

“Not only have I used elements from
each class thus far in my day-to-day work
life, but I have also been promoted from
director and general manager to VP of
economic development,” said Jodie
Filardo, online MBA student, Arizona
State University. “I believe that the
concepts learned in my coursework have
enabled me to be prepared for my new
position.”

The ROI Factor
In typical business fashion, MBA

students frequently talk about their
return on investment (ROI), or, in other
words, what is their degree really worth?
They look at the cost of their education as
a profit or loss statement that is ulti-
mately figured out by the salary increase
they hope to obtain after graduation.
What MBAs can expect to earn depends
on many factors, including the program
they graduated from, the geographic
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region where they are seeking a new
position, and, obviously, the type of new
position they are pursuing.

Start with the
Occupational Outlook Handbook

To get a sense for what your MBA
degree might be worth in relation to
where you want to live and what kind of
position you’re hoping to land, you can
start with the Occupational Outlook
Handbook, updated every two years by
the U.S. Department of Labor Bureau of
Labor Statistics. The Occupational Out-
look Handbook is a nationally recognized
source of career information designed to
provide valuable assistance to individuals
making decisions about their future work
lives. Revised every two years, the hand-
book describes what workers do on the
job, working conditions, the training and
education needed, earnings, and expected
job prospects in a wide range of occupa-
tions. The handbook has a seemingly
endless amount of data on occupational
and employment trends on a national
level. If you are someone who has grown
into a kind of information technologist
from your online MBA schooldays, which
you should be by the time you graduate,
you can sift through and decipher the
valuable information provided in the
handbook entirely over the Internet at
www.bls.gov/oco/home.htm.

According to Margaret Dikel, an
Internet consultant for employment,
career counseling, and career-transition
services, MBA graduates can start with
the handbook to get a sense for national
trends on various jobs that are listed
under the federal government’s Standard
Occupation Classification (SOC) System,
which is a hierarchical structure of both
broad and detailed occupational defini-
tions. The Standard Occupation Classifi-
cation System is used by federal, state,

and local government agencies to classify
workers into occupational categories.
There are 820 occupation classifications
in the system listed within 23 major
groups, 96 minor groups, and 451 broad
occupations.

For example, a search on the 2008-
2009 handbook website showed that the
2006 medium salary on a national scale
for marketing managers was $98,720, and
that the industry employing the largest
number of marketing managers was in
the computer systems design sector. You
can then compare that national data to
what’s happening at a state level by going
to any state government website and
reviewing all the data it typically provides
under what’s referred to as Labor Market
Information, or LMI, which includes wage
and salary statistics, what professions are
growing, what local companies are hiring,
and much more. “Nationwide trends are
one thing, but what is happening in your
state or even in your region can be com-
pletely off kilter from what you see across
the nation,” says Dikel, who also is the
creator of a terrific web directory of
employment and career information
called “The Riley Guide,” located online at
www.rileyguide.com.

The Riley Guide, which has links upon
links to all the top resources for
jobseekers, also has a special section,
titled “Employment and Industry Trends,”
located at www.rileyguide.com/
trends.html. Here, among many other
links to resources, are links to the govern-
ment agency websites of all 50 states.
Each state website has different levels of
LMI data, and to sift through and inter-
pret all this data can be daunting at
times, because each state presents their
LMI data differently. Nonetheless, these
sites provide more localized information,
often down to the county and city levels,
that can help you make a decision that
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reflects upon your MBA ROI goals.

More ROI Strategies
In addition to digging up LMI data to

see what you may be worth in a specific
field or sector and geographic region that
you have historically worked in, Dikel
suggests that graduates take a look at
how they could transfer into new industry
sectors where their worth might be higher
than what they realize. “How many ways
can you take your MBA, plus your previ-
ous qualifications and skills, and apply
them across industries?” she asks. “A lot
of times we tend to focus on only our
industry or field. Now that you have these
added qualifications, you should think of
what we call transferable skills. How can
I take my knowledge of, let’s say, me-
chanical engineering, for instance, and
recombine it and move it into a different
industry sector or a different career path
that might be growing?” In this particular
example, the mechanical engineer could
seek out a new career path as a financial
analyst, senior research associate, or an
international sales and marketing agent
for a major manufacturing company.

Networking Online
One way of putting in motion more

opportunities to move into a new career
path is to start networking. Dikel has a
special section on her web directory titled
“Network, Interview, and Negotiate” in
which she provides plenty of advice and
links to outside resources that can help
MBAs fine-tune their networking skills.
In an article titled “Networking and Your
Job Search,” which, Dikel composed based
on “everything good” that she has read or
heard, she explains that networking is
frequently referred to as the best method
to obtain a new and rewarding position.
“Networking does not have to be a care-
fully choreographed process of meeting

and greeting people,” Dikel said. “It’s
much better done on a more informal
basis, but remember that networking is
always a two-way street. It must benefit
both persons to be most effective, so as
you ask your network for help, be pre-
pared to return the favor when asked.”

In particular, Dikel has some very
sound advice for how to network over the
Internet. One thing she stresses is to
make sure your online persona does not
work against you. She writes that “a lot of
Internet oldie-moldies need a reminder
that there are real people behind the
electrons, and real people make real
decisions based on your electronic commu-
nication blunders.” As an online MBA
student, one thing you should have in
your favor is that you have learned how to
present yourself quite well online, so
online networking should be an ideal way
for you to get things started in the right
direction.

The following is a list of advantages of
online networking (by Dikel):
• There are thousands of discussion

groups and community forums cover-
ing hundreds of subjects.

• You can “break the ice” before meeting
someone in person.

• You can listen, engage, or be engaged
as you wish. No one can see you
sweat, and you don’t have to feel like a
wallflower since no one can see you
standing off by yourself.

• Many recruiters are lurking the lists
to find potential candidates.

The following is a list of disadvantages of
online networking (by Dikel):
• Networking online is just as difficult

as networking in person! In fact, it
may be harder because you can’t
really establish a true personal rela-
tionship online.

• First impressions count even more. Be

106 Everything You Need To Know About Earning An MBA Online



careful with your first public posting.
• Your online behavior matters more

than you think. Don’t be a jerk!
Dikel also provides links to mailing

lists, chat rooms, websites, and business-
related forums where working profession-
als can network. To read her full article
about networking online, go to
www.rileyguide.com/network.html.

Finally, for links to websites with job
listings and more, see Dikels’s “Job List-
ings: Places to Start Looking for Opportu-
nities” at www.rileyguide.com/
jobs.html.

The Recruiter’s Vantage Point
To get a sense for what human-re-

sources departments and recruiting
divisions at large companies might think
about online MBAs, I talked with Debra
Besemer, president and CEO of
BrassRing, an award-winning interna-
tional company that provides recruitment
software, talent consulting, and recruit-
ment process management services to
companies throughout the world. Major
corporations, such as Baxter Medical, RR
Donnelley and Unisys, that have access to
large databases of job candidates, use
BrassRing’s software to help them find
the right professionals to fill their execu-
tive job openings.

According to Besemer, employers often
search for MBAs based on the quality of
the institution they graduated from.
“Most employers have their favorite
institutions,” she said. “They go to their
executives in management and do a
profile of where those people earned their
degrees, and those tend to be the schools
that they recruit from over and over.” So
in short, at some large corporations,
where you graduate from does, indeed,
make a difference.

Besemer’s advice to prospective MBA
students, be they online or on-campus, is

“don’t try to take a quick path from a less-
than-stellar institution.” She added that
job recruiters today frequently use soft-
ware, such as what BrassRing provides,
that allows them to segment by school all
the resume searching they do electroni-
cally through large databases, such as
Monster.com and CareerBuilder.com, as
well as through their own internal data-
bases. If a recruiter has a negative or
positive bias toward any given MBA
program, he or she can automatically
eliminate or add to their database of job
candidates based on the institution they
graduated from.

Besemer also noted that “so much of
business today is done online, that learn-
ing those sills through an online degree
program should be valued in the market-
place. Where we used to have face-to-face
meetings, we now use instant messaging
and e-mail, as well as web conferencing.”

Market Your Unique Skills
No matter what your circumstances

may be, if you are seeking a move up
within your company or a new position
someplace else, you have to market your-
self. For the online MBA students, you
can reveal that you have the right stuff to
be a valuable asset to any organization. In
particular, your experience working on
virtual teams as an online MBA student
could be perceived as a valuable skill with
a modern mid-size to large corporation
where virtual teaming is commonplace.

John DePolo, director of global staff-
ing with RTI International, said that
although many management-level em-
ployees do need to be good in front of
people in terms of making presentations
and having a professional appearance,
they may also need to have a good “virtual
presence.” Online MBA graduates can
obviously bring their virtual skills out
into the forefront of their interviews and

Everything You Need To Know About Earning An MBA Online          107



on their resumes. The ability to get things
done in a virtual team through the power
of one’s ideas, presentation skills, and
logic should be stressed as part of an
online MBA graduate’s self-marketing
strategy, says DePolo, who also previously
owned a private practice that provided
strategic recruitment consulting services
to Fortune 100 companies.

Basically you need to sell yourself, and
adult, working professionals are fre-
quently the kind of people who need to be
reminded of this. According to Andrea
Davis, vice president and co-founder of
FlashPoint, a human-resource consulting
firm in Indianapolis, “Most people don’t
like selling themselves. They may think
that their experience should speak for
itself, that ‘you should know I’m success-
ful because otherwise I would not have
been promoted to the next job.’ Well, they
should also be able to explain how, why,
and what they actually did. Don’t just let
the MBA listing on your resume speak for
itself. Be able to talk about it.”

Davis further explained that at your
current job, this notion of selling yourself
in order to move up the career ladder, can
be even more difficult because “your
employer may have a hard time seeing
beyond where you have been,” with the
company. So “you have to do a better job
of always coming back to saying ‘Here is
what I am learning, or let me work on
this project while I’m in the online pro-
gram so I can strengthen my skills.’ You
need to be doing that the whole time. I do
think many people have the false expecta-
tion that they are going to get this MBA
and be promoted immediately. That’s not
going to happen if your employer does not
see how your education is bettering your
performance or improving your skills.”

Job Outlook for MBAs
So what’s the job market look like

these days for MBAs? A quick content
analysis of the literature on job prospects
for MBAs, in general, reveals a mixed bag
of opportunities. Most recruiters will tell
you how the market for MBAs fluctuates.
Not long ago there were all kinds of
articles about how MBAs were in high
demand; one year ago the tone of many of
the articles stressed a very poor market-
place for MBAs; and currently there
seems to be a movement that says the
demand for MBAs is coming back. You’ll
find that the pundits on this topic to be
both positive and negative.

To perhaps oversimplify regarding the
demand for MBAs, in general, it really
depends on the economy. As the economy
fluctuates, so do executive- and manage-
ment-level job prospects. My personal
feeling is that it’s no use getting caught
up in the job outlook and economy pic-
ture. Instead, look at your degree as a
long-term investment that will sooner or
later get you ahead, but also know how to
connect the dots, so to speak. “Figure out
a way to connect your experiences
throughout your career,” advised Davis.

“The work you have accomplished, the
results you have achieved - somehow
connect that to the learning you have
gained in an MBA program. Putting MBA
on paper is not going to show how that
has made you a better candidate. It may
get someone to take a second glance, but
what is that connection?”
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
Profiles of 14 Students from 8 MBA Programs

One of the best ways to learn about
the career and education evolu-
tion of online MBA students is to

directly ask them about their experiences
learning online, as well as how they may
have applied what they learned to their
jobs. During the Fall of 2004, in order to
get a better sense for what students in
these programs typically experience, I
created a 10-question survey and sent it
out to more than 50 online MBA students
and alumni that I was able to connect
with through the administrators of online
MBA programs at the following eight
institutions, listed in alphabetic order:
• The W.P. Carey MBA - Online Pro-

gram at Arizona State University -
Athabasca University

• East Carolina University
• Regis University
• Syracuse University
• University of Florida
• University of Maryland University

College
• University of Colorado at Colorado

Springs
The questions I asked these students

covered a lot of areas, such as their back-
grounds, including their personal lives;
how they found and decided to attend the
program they enrolled in; what advice
they had to offer to new online MBAs;
what their overall experience has been
like; how they worked in teams; and how
their education may be helping their
careers.

Many of their quotes are in other
chapters of this book. What follows are
the stories of 14 of these students pro-
vided in greater detail. I believe that

much of what they have said can be
applied to many of the online MBA pro-
grams at similar institutions.

Also, in general, the information these
students provide can possibly give you
ideas for formulating questions to ask
programs as you conduct your search.
You will see that all of these students
have very positive things to say about
their online MBA experiences. They are
all hard-working, positive people who
have learned how to make the most out of
the online learning environment, and they
have gladly shared their perspectives on
how to succeed.

Since these testimonials were gener-
ated in 2004, some of the general informa-
tion about these students would be differ-
ent today. Nonetheless, all the advice and
lessons regarding their careers and learn-
ing experiences as online MBA students
these volunteers generously supplied still
apply today.

W.P. Carey MBA - Online Program at
Arizona State University (ASU)

The ASU program kicks off with a
first-year, four-day orientation held on the
campus of Arizona State University in
Tempe, Arizona.

Team-based learning is used exten-
sively to practice effective team participa-
tion in the workplace. The program is
designed to provide a general MBA degree
to individuals who want to develop and/or
improve their management skills, irre-
spective of functional work area.
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Robert Breen
Age: 40

Introduction
Vice president of strategic planning

and financial services for Labor Ready, a
provider of temporary manual labor to the
light industrial and small business mar-
kets, based in Tacoma, Washington.

Robert Breen, who earned a bachelor ’s
degree in accounting from Western Wash-
ington University, is also a licensed CPA
in the state of Washington. He is married
and has two young children. He lives on a
small island in Puget Sound and takes a
car ferry to work each day, “which allows
me a good deal of study time,” he says.

The last time he attended any college
classes was back in 1989, so he admits
that he was “a little rusty” going into the
ASU program, which he started in Janu-
ary 2004. He says that he initially looked
into attending a local Executive MBA
program, but “ruled it out after weighing
the classroom time commitments. I learn
best in independent study and find the
classroom for me is a really inefficient,
low-bandwidth mode of learning.

“I took on the challenge of the MBA
partly because of boredom. I had been
doing the same job for a number of years,
and I wanted to find a way to advance
myself and seek new challenges,” Breen
said. “My boredom has been cured, and I
have many new ideas on ways to add
value to my job.”

Why ASU
Breen said the fact that ASU had

more stringent admissions requirements
than other schools he looked into was an
important factor because “it gave me
comfort to know that my cohorts in the
program would be top-notch and that the
degree would be worth something when I
finally got it. I also like the reputation

that ASU carries in the business commu-
nity and the fact that it does not export
the teaching of its online program to other
universities, but uses its day and evening
MBA professors to teach the online ses-
sions.”

Experience as an Online Learner
Like most of the students profiled

here, Breen considers himself computer
savvy. Plus, his background in accounting
obviously helped in the Microsoft Excel
skills area and on the quantitative skills
side of earning an MBA. It took him a
little while to get used to the Blackboard
CMS, but overall he adapted quite well,
calling it “a rich and robust learning
environment that raises the bar in dis-
tance-learning software.”

He added that the team-based format
of his courses were “great. It helps that I
constantly communicate by e-mail with
colleagues at work who are spread out
throughout North America and the UK, so
I am used to working in a virtual commu-
nity.”

Advice
Breen had some strong advice regard-

ing time management, saying things such
as “don’t procrastinate,” and that “it’s
easy to put off studying, especially in the
online format.” He added, “Don’t under
estimate the time requirements.”

Career Advancement Factor
Not long after enrolling in the ASU

program, Breen was promoted from
director of financial analysis to his cur-
rent VP position, “due in no small part to
the pursuit of an MBA and the requisite
commitment to self-improvement.”
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Jodie Filardo
Age: 48

Introduction
Jodie Filardo is vice president, eco-

nomic development, Yavapai College in
Prescott, Arizona.

She has a Bachelor of Arts degree in
economics from Stanford University. Her
employment history includes holding
positions as a chief information officer,
chief financial officer, programmer ana-
lyst, and software engineer, along with
being a private consultant. She is married
with three children. She holds “many,
many” board positions on various non-
profit organizations. The last time she
attended college was 27 years ago. As an
ex-programmer she did not struggle with
the online learning technology and says
she did not need any “adjustment time.”

Why ASU
Filardo explained that in addition to

being familiar with ASU because she lives
relatively close to its campus, her re-
search found that many ASU faculty were
recipients of teaching awards, were
published and provided consultant ser-
vices for major corporations both in the
United States and abroad. “I am inter-
ested in the international perspective,”
she added.

Experience as an Online Learner
“My favorite elements of the

coursework are the one-on-one access to
and feedback from our highly qualified
faculty, coupled with the group projects
with my diverse team members,” said
Filardo. At the time of this communica-
tion, she was working on a class project
with a group of five fellow students: one
consultant, one college recruiter, one
accountant, and two engineers. “The
consultant and I tend to deliver more of

the experienced-based examples,” she
said. “The engineers tend to deliver more
help on the math. From the accountant
we got an up-close-and-personal look at
the SBC strike. Our college recruiter
tends to be emotionally supportive to the
group, as I do.”

Advice
“The best advice for achieving success

online is to stay on top of your assign-
ments,” said Filardo. “By doing some
work each night, the course load is man-
ageable, although rigorous.”

Career Advancement Factor
Filardo claimed that thus far she has

experienced many “work-enhancing
elements,” from the ASU program. For
instance, she was introduced to an Excel
add-on tool that does regression analyses,
called StatPro, in a statistics course.

“That’s been helpful on the job,” she
said. Additionally, through an organiza-
tional behavior course, she has “applied
several of the analytical tools presented to
help me diagnose some personnel prob-
lems at work.

“I think I’m realizing that when we’re
taught new tools, I’m trying to apply them
to my current situation. This past week-
end at a constituent deliberation meeting
I used managerial economics in explain-
ing the effect of tariffs on the quantities of
products produced domestically versus
internationally.”

Athabasca University (AU)
In 1994, Athabasca University’s

Centre for Innovative Management (CIM)
logged on with the world’s first fully
interactive online Executive MBA pro-
gram. Today, the AU MBA, which is
provided fully online without any resi-
dency requirements, is Canada’s largest
Executive MBA program. The program
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has a strong focus on networking and peer
support. Students discuss current work
issues with professors and fellow stu-
dents, thereby obtaining a broad spec-
trum of feedback.

Tim Bzowey
Age: 37

Introduction
Tim Bzowey is an executive with an

insurance division of a diversified finan-
cial services company.

He earned a Bachelor of Arts degree
with a major in economics from the Uni-
versity of Saskatchewan. He has a 20-
year background in sales and sales man-
agement that involves approximately a
decade in a small business environment
and just over a decade at one of Canada’s
largest publicly traded companies. He is
married with three young children.

He’s a lifelong learner, having taken
approximately one continuing-education
course every year since he earned his
undergraduate degree in 1991. He did not
consider himself computer and Internet
savvy, but he does say he is “an average
user of both.” He adds that there was very
little adjustment for him to adapt to the
AU MBA program, saying that he is “used
to working independently and in groups.”

Why AU?
Bzowey explained that he was famil-

iar with AU, having taken courses there
in the past. Plus, “I needed flexibility in
student time and place due to travel and
the potential for relocation. In fact, I was
relocated across the country during my
MBA program.” Another contributing
factor was that his employer “strongly
encouraged” him to choose AU, and they
provided the funding for it.

Experience as an Online Learner
Like many online MBAs, Bzowey’s

biggest challenge was “balancing the
commitment of school and work. Study
time varies but would average 20 hours
per week. Some weeks it could be as low
as 10 hours, and other weeks it could be
as high as 30 hours.” He particularly
enjoyed an optional residential elective
that he participated in for one-week in
Germany, saying that it “was the learning
experience of a lifetime.” He admitted
that sometimes the group projects weren’t
always the best. “Like anything involving
a wide range of individuals, some groups
are more productive, engaged, and inter-
esting than others.” He added, however,
that new groups are created for every
eight-week course, and thus new and
better group dynamics often emerge at
frequent intervals.

Advice
Bzowey stressed that family and

employer support play a major role in his
ability to maintain his commitment to the
program and his work. Without such
support, he said, “I would not finish the
program. I can assure you that statement
is neither a platitude nor an exaggeration.
Everyone sacrifices for the candidate to
meet his or her commitments. It is hard
to be fully prepared for the nature of the
commitment required.”

Career Advancement Factor
Bzowey says that he was transferred

to a new role at his workplace “where
many of the principles I learned are now
being utilized day to day. In fact, I ac-
cepted the position, in part, because it
contained many elements that were
directly applicable to my learning experi-
ence.”
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Tom Kiley
Age: 47

Introduction
Tom Kiley is senior manager, organi-

zational effectiveness, RBC Learning
Services, which is part of RBC’s training
and development Centre of Expertise.
Kiley earned an Honours Bachelor of Arts
degree in history from the University of
Western Ontario. Most of his career has
been in training and development within
the banking and financial services sec-
tors, and he holds the Certified Human
Resource Professional (CHRP) designa-
tion. He is also a member of the Human
Resource Professional Association of
Ontario, Canada. He is single with no
children, and he enjoys traveling to
Europe, which he does frequently.

Why AU
Kiley said that two of his co-workers

completed their MBAs at AU and “were
very satisfied with the program. Their
favorable experience influenced my deci-
sion to apply to Athabasca.” He added
that, when he applied, he was traveling
frequently though his work, and that “the
online, asynchronous learning approach
at Athabasca offered me the flexibility
that I needed.”

Experience as an Online Learner
Kiley found the program “immensely

challenging and rewarding,” and one that
required “focus and discipline.” He said
that “one of the greatest strengths of the
Athabasca experience lies in the diversity
of participants, who are experienced
managers from all over North America
and around the world.

“Overall I have found the online MBA
program immensely challenging and
rewarding. Successfully completing any
MBA requires focus and discipline. In this

regard, the online MBA program is no
different from programs offered through
traditional channels.”

Advice
The volume of work was in the range

of 20 to 25 hours per, and “the demands of
making high-quality written submissions
to group discussions renders written
communication skills a key success fac-
tor.”

Career Advancement Factor
He said it’s too early to establish a

direct correlation between career en-
hancement and the MBA, adding that the
experience thus far has broadened his
understanding of business and sharpened
his analytical skills.

East Carolina University (ECU)
The mission of the East Carolina

University College of Business is to be a
highly recognized regional business school
in the Southeast United States. This fully
online MBA program is designed for both
business and non-business undergradu-
ates. The degree is completely self-con-
tained, requiring no prerequisite course
work or business experience and is avail-
able to qualified students holding bacca-
laureate degrees in any business or non-
business field.

Joy Futrell
Age: 39

Introduction
Joy Futrell is area director of a four-

county program for a mental health-care
center. She earned her undergraduate
degree in finance from East Carolina
University in 1987. She has held positions
in sales and as an accounting technician
and finance officer. She is married with
two young children who are “very active.”
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She teaches Sunday school. She said that
her husband is “very supportive. He
assists (actually I assist) with cooking,
cleaning, and transporting the children to
their various events.”

Futrell said that she was not com-
puter and Internet savvy when she en-
rolled in the program but is now. “It is
amazing how much it has increased my
computer knowledge”

Why ECU?
Futrell lives in a rural area where

there are few choices close by for obtain-
ing a graduate-level education. “I didn’t
want an online degree from a college I
had never heard of and didn’t know
anything about,” she said. “I wanted to
ensure that my degree would be from a
well-known school and that I was doing
the same work to earn my degree as
students enrolled in the same classes on
campus. I felt that East Carolina Univer-
sity could give me that opportunity.”

Experience as an Online Learner
She explained that “finding the time

to do the work” has been one of her big-
gest challenges. “Many nights I begin my
school work at around 9 P.M. when every-
one else has settled in for the night. Life
is so busy between the demands of my job,
my family, and school. I attend many
workshops out of town, and it is usually
with my books in tow.”

Advice
Futrell claimed that students have to

realize that although online programs are
flexible, “there are still numerous dead-
lines to meet,” and it’s easy to skip assign-
ments “when no one is there to make you
complete them. Because of this you have
to be really motivated and committed to
the program. Also, she said it’s very
important that students understand the

computer hardware and software require-
ments. Plus, “your computer needs to be
somewhere in which it is accessible to you
at all times.”

Career Advancement Factor
Futrell said that her current job

requires an advanced degree and that she
was granted an exception because she
enrolled in the ECU MBA program with
an estimated graduation date of spring
2007.

Dawn McAvoy
Age: 34

Introduction
Dawn McAvoy is a public information

officer/marketing director for a commu-
nity college. She earned a Bachelor of Arts
degree in English and Linguistics from
the University of North Carolina at
Greensboro. She has worked as a techni-
cal writer, in business development for an
environmental services firm, and in the
telecom industry as a proposal manager,
marketing manager, and product man-
ager. She is single and lives in a remote
area of North Carolina.

The last time McAvoy took any classes
was in 1992. In particular, her work in
the high-tech telecom industry has made
her highly computer and Internet savvy,
and she has experienced computer-based
training, so “online learning didn’t faze
me too much. I was initially concerned
about taking classes outside my comfort
zone, such as accounting and statistics
online, but have done so and did well.

Why ECU?
McAvoy said she conducted research

online and selected ECU “because of
accreditation, proximity to home, and
cost. Compared to other online programs,
ECU is very affordable to in-state resi-
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dents. At this point in my career, I am not
as concerned about going to a to big-name
B-school as I am earning the credential
from an accredited program. A huge
benefit of online instruction is that as
long as I have my laptop and Internet
access, I can travel when I feel like it, not
when classes aren’t in session.”

Experience as an Online Learner
“I really enjoy my online coursework,”

McAvoy said. “All the faculty I’ve worked
with have been great. Of course, some are
better than others in adapting their
material for online delivery. I’ve had
online classes that actually scheduled
time to meet online once a week during
which time the professor may call on your
for a response, and I’ve had online classes
that consisted of nothing but reading the
book and taking exams.”

Advice
McAvoy had lots of great advice. (See

Chapter 16, where she offered nine tips
about effectively communicating in the
online learning environment.)

Career Advancement Factor
McAvoy explained that being enrolled

in the program has “certainly helped” her
career and sees it as being necessary to
increase her odds to possibly move up the
career ladder. “The coursework has ex-
posed me to functions I understood before,
but not intimately, and I feel that it can
only make me a better, more successful
employee in the long term. If nothing else,
I will be more empathetic to the folks in
accounting.”

Regis University
The purpose of the Regis University

Online MBA Program is to produce excep-
tional leaders. The fully online program
claims to be the largest “multimedia,”

online MBA program in the nation. It is
one of the first programs to provide
students with multiple, flexible learning
formats, including video, audio and text-
book instruction. Regis University is one
of 28 Jesuit colleges and universities
nationwide - others include Georgetown,
Boston College, and the University of San
Francisco.

Katherine Porter
Age: 49

Introduction
Katherine Porter is vice president of

marketing for POD, an IT solutions
provider and systems integrator.
Katherine Porter provided the most in-
depth answers of all the students who
responded to the survey. She earned her
Bachelor of Science degree in Computer
Science from the University of New
Mexico in 1983. She has held important
technical positions in the defense indus-
try, which included working on a NATO
project.

She is married and does not have any
children. Her computer and Internet
skills helped make online learning a
“natural” transition for her. Her re-
sponses revealed that she was an active
learner who took her education under full
control on her own.

Why Regis?
Porter gave a long list of reasons for

attending Regis, including that “it had a
125-year tradition,” and “an honest-to-
goodness campus, with professors (aca-
demics as well as industry experts with
doctorates) who are dedicated to lifelong
learning.” She also liked that it was
located in Denver, making it physically
close enough for her to “attend graduation
and maintain a physical tie to the school.”
In fact, she did graduate from the pro-
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gram and attended commencement cer-
emonies in May 2004.

Experience as an Online Learner
Porter said that one of things she

liked most about being an online MBA
student was that “it gave me the power to
manage my education my way. I could
manage the pace, within reason. If I
wanted to wait and spend the entire
weekend studying, I could do that; if I
wanted to spread it out and study a bit
every day, I could do that. It was fast and
furious for eight weeks and then it was
onto a new class. I could keep focused and
was willing to sacrifice those eight-week
increments.”

She added that she spent from 15 to
30 hours per week on her studies and got
straight As, usually above 95 percent. “A
few classes where I already had lots of
experience with the material required
only 15 to 20 hours per week.” She ex-
plained that she “participated more in
discussion topics than required. If you
needed to spend less time, you could
probably get B marks with fewer hours
per week, but it still is fairly time-con-
suming. Don’t forget, however, that you
get to choose your 15 to 30 hours per
week.”

Advice
Porter had plenty of very sound advice

to fill several more pages. Here are three
of her nuggets of wisdom:

- On choosing a program. “I think as
in choosing any personal service, one
must evaluate one’s own preferences and
needs then choose the program that best
matches those preferences and meets
those needs. What is most important to
you - cost, prestige, something else? How
do you like to learn alone, in a group, a
little of each?”

- On faculty. “Manage faculty the way

your manage your own boss/career, by
getting clear on the expectations, letting
them know if and when you are not able
to comply, and negotiating a reasonable
compromise when necessary.”

- On interacting with peers. “Just do
it! Approach people; ask their opinions;
ask them for clarification; ask them how
they came to hold those opinions; ask
them to give you an honest opinion on
your stance. Always be polite, Always
acknowledge the other’s perspective and
offer yours as just another perspective to
consider. Always thank others for taking
the time to interact with you, and mean
it.”

Career Advancement Factor
Porter explained that she already had

a lot of experience and knowledge gained
through her career before enrolling in the
Regis program but basically lacked the
MBA credential. “I probably am slightly
more effective in my job, though, because
I feel good about having finished that
degree. I’m sure it shows in my demeanor
and in my decision making. I do have
some tools from school that I didn’t have
before. That additional self-assurance and
knowledge will no doubt help if I find
myself looking for another job.”

Syracuse University (SU)
Students in the Syracuse iMBA pro-

gram participate in a week-long residency
at the start of each of three terms per
year, then work independently for the rest
of each term. The residencies are the
heart of a learning experience that mixes
intense face-to-face interactions with
sustained support and interaction
throughout the term. The result is strong
esprit de corps among participants and an
uncommon degree of quality and person-
alized attention.
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Christopher Hodges
Age: 45

Introduction
Christopher Hodges is head of group

reporting, finance department, Banco
Urquijo S.A., Madrid, Spanish subsidiary
of the KBC group of Belgium. He earned
an undergraduate degree in economics
and public administration from Bedford
College at the University of London. He
has two professional qualifications, an
ACIB from the Chartered Institute of
Bankers, and a MIL in Spanish from the
Institute of Linguists, both earned
through distance learning. He is single,
and he added that his “principal responsi-
bilities are juggling my professional,
academic, and domestic/private life on my
own.”

Why SU?
Hodges chose SU because he “ was

attracted by the residencies and wanted
to benefit from a U.S. MBA experience.
Syracuse had been running distance-
learning MBAs since the 1970s and their
qualification was accredited by the
AACSB.”

Experience as an Online Learner
Hodges said that the amount of work

required was “a shock. I knew it would be
demanding but not as demanding as it
has proved to be.” He added that the
challenge was “getting to grips with the
standard of work expected, rearranging
my lifestyle to accommodate the academic
workload, and learning how to research
assignments online. I quickly adjusted
and was able to build on assignment
preparation experience gained from
working with fellow students to improve
the quality of my work as the program
progressed. I find I’m being introduced to
new information sources or techniques all
the time.”

Advice
In relation to choosing an online MBA

program, Hodges is a strong proponent of
residencies, saying he “is able to meet
faculty and students for a week, which
builds a sense of commitment and
strengthens relationships; residences also
provide an effective launch pad for virtual
team working.” He summed up his overall
experience as being “totally positive,”
commenting that “I enjoyed researching
and writing case studies relating to
famous companies or people and have got
a lot of pleasure from seeing how I’ve
risen to the challenge and have produced,
in some instances, what I consider to be
some of by best work, academic or profes-
sional.” He added that prospective stu-
dents must “understand the commitment
you’re taking on; the level of commitment
expected is extremely high, and it is not
possible simply to get by.”

Career Advancement Factor
He said that his aim is to use the MBA

“as a stepping-stone to a more respon-
sible, better-paying job after graduation.”
He also noted that the course modules he
took “have improved my current job
performance in terms of analyzing and
understanding issues, presenting recom-
mendations, and team management.”

Mike Venable
Age: 31

Introduction
Mike Venable is vice president of

operations, Countrywide Financial. He
earned an undergraduate degree in
operations management and accounting
in 1995 from the University of Texas. His
work background includes stints as a
credit analyst for a major bank in Dallas
and working in operations for a mortgage
corporation in Philadelphia. He is mar-
ried and does not have any children.
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He graduated from the Syracuse iMBA
program in May 2004. His focus was in
finance and entrepreneurship.

Why SU?
Venable said he reviewed and inter-

viewed four schools that had online
curriculums when he was searching for
an MBA program. “What set Syracuse
apart was the three residencies. This
element of the program allowed you to
meet new friends, colleagues, and, most
importantly, your professors. I felt like
part of the student body at SU rather
than an individual just sending in tuition
payments from afar every semester.”

Experience as an Online Learner
“The Blackboard application is an

amazing tool,” said Venable. “It makes
you feel like you are on campus every day.
The most educational piece of the
coursework for me was the case studies. I
enjoyed reading about company issues
and problems and what they did to re-
solve them. I cannot single out one por-
tion of the coursework I did not enjoy. All
of it was a learning experience.”

Advice
Concerning the process of choosing a

program, Venable noted that he did
research online and called friends for
pointers who had completed their MBAs.
“Once I narrowed down my selection, I
began calling around to the schools, and I
asked a series of questions that pertained
to five criteria: accreditation, flexibility,
faculty, administrative and support
services, and cost.” Venable also advised
students to “be educated on the main
Microsoft applications” because “they are
used frequently throughout online
courses.

Career Advancement Factor
“The iMBA courses were relevant and

difficult but, more importantly, they were
practical,” Venable said. “The lectures,
group projects, and tests could be applied
to real-life work environment situations.
Many times I can remember including
things I learned in a class into a meeting
agenda, business project, or seminar.”

University of Florida (UF)
The UF program is divided into seven

four-month terms. The curriculum has
been carefully designed to maximize the
MBA educational experience while allow-
ing the student to work almost exclusively
from his home or office. Students are
required to meet in Gainesville once every
term to take finals and participate in case
presentations.

Scott Henninger
Age: 38

Introduction
Scott Henniger is production manager

of a cement plant in Tennessee. He
earned a Bachelor of Science degree in
Physics, with a minor in Math, from King
College. He also earned a Bachelor of
Science degree in Mechanical Engineering
from the Georgia Institute of Technology.
He is married and does not have any
children.

Prior to enrolling in the UF program
he considered himself “fairly Internet and
computer savvy. There was very little
adjustment required other than becoming
familiar with the conferencing software,
presentation recording software, and
acclimating myself to the different types
of assignments and tools the school’s
website offers.”
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Why UF?
Henninger said he chose UF because

he “wanted a well-respected degree. I
placed a high emphasis on national
rankings. Second, I looked for a school
with a structured program that allowed
me enough flexibility to maintain my
current erratic work schedule without
requiring significant periods on campus.”

Experience as an Online Learner
“I have been very surprised at the

ability of the school and its professors to
provide quality learning through this
medium,” said Henninger. “I was skepti-
cal at first, but I must say that I feel we
learn as much, if not more than, regular
on-campus students. The work is chal-
lenging, but in some ways the online
format allows for greater learning.” He
adds that “surprisingly, the team method
works well in an online environment.”

Advice
“Use the discussion boards,”

Henninger said. “There is a great deal of
valuable information exchanged here
from teammates that may be able to
provide many different perspectives.”

Career Advancement Factor
Henninger explained that he has not

been promoted yet, adding that he is “now
much more confident in my work and feel
that I am well positioned for future pro-
motions within our company.”

Kimberly Levin
Age: 34

Introduction
Kimberly Levin is a pharmaceutical

representative at Merck & Co., Inc.
She earned her Bachelor of Arts degree in
Mathematics from the University of
Delaware in 1992. She taught high school

math for five years before moving to the
corporate world. She is married and does
not have any children, saying that she
and her husband are putting off having
children until after she graduates. “We
made this decision because work and
school creates enough stress,” she says.
Although she claimed to have a “decent
amount of computer experience,” before
enrolling in the program, she added that
she is “not an IT geek. Because I work out
of my house, my work requires constant
communication through syncing handheld
devices to my laptop and downloading my
laptop through the company intranet.”

Why UF?
Levin did her homework before apply-

ing to UF, saying that she “contacted the
school and asked for some references of
students that attended their online pro-
gram. I e-mailed some and spoke live to
others. I was satisfied with what I
learned.” She added that UF’s ranking by
the Wall Street Journal and U.S. News
and World Report also helped with her
decision-making process. “I wanted the
school to have some clout,” she said.

Experience as an Online Learner
“At first it was an adjustment for all of

us,” said Levin. “But the professors in the
fist term are very aware of the learning
curve. In fact, the professors are very
hands on. Most professors respond to e-
mail or discussion questions within
several hours.” She says that her
coursework can take up to 30 hours per
week and at other times as low as 5 hours
per week. “It depends on the workload.”
She explained that “team projects can be
very intense,” referring to a project in
which she was on a team that did a study
about Vietnam that resulted in a 75-page
report. “This country analysis was an eye-
opening experience. It is a lot of fun to
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throw ideas back and forth and fight for
what you think is the best way to accom-
plish a task.”

Advice
Levin had some straightforward words

of advice: “If you don’t interact with your
peers, you are not going to get as much
out of the program. Just because you are
not sitting in a classroom together does
not mean you cannot benefit from each
other’s knowledge and experiences.”

Career Advancement Factor
Levin has been promoted already at

her current job, and she said that she has
“found that the knowledge I have gained
has helped me assess work situations
differently than I previously would have.
My graduate school experiences have
helped mold me into who I am today.”

University of Maryland University
College (UMUC)

The fully online UMUC program is
designed to be interdisciplinary, inte-
grated, and applied. The program consists
of one 1-credit foundation course and
seven 6-credit seminars. The objectives of
the program are to explore the evolving
nature of corporations, blend leadership
with change management, better measure
an organization’s intellectual assets,
merge product development with entre-
preneurship, and foster new approaches
to measuring the economic performance of
organizations.

Linda Couch
Age: 43

Introduction
Linda Couch is a business unit strate-

gist, IBM Global Services. She graduated
from the UMUC online MBA program in
December 2002. She has an undergradu-

ate degree in mathematics from Johns
Hopkins that she earned in 1990. She has
held a number of positions in engineering,
marketing, and general management with
IBM since 1988.

Couch is a single mother with one
adult daughter. During her stint as an
online MBA student, she was on a five-
year assignment for IBM in Tokyo. She is
a veteran computer and Internet user.

Why UMUC?
Couch said that she chose UMUC

because it did not have an onsite require-
ment, was accredited, and she had previ-
ous experiences with UMUC that were
positive. She added that she first consid-
ered going the traditional MBA route,
“but the few English programs based in
Tokyo were not convenient given my
extensive business-travel schedule. So I
decided that an online MBA was appropri-
ate for me.”

Experience as an Online Learner
Couch found her online experience

“very, very rewarding. First of all, it was
relevant because it was very much like
my work environment - remote, asynchro-
nous, and including participants that I
never met in person. I learned a lot and
felt that I worked just as hard, if not
harder, than any classroom student.” She
added that “the faculty were amazing.
With the exception of one course, profes-
sionals, not full-time, career academi-
cians, taught all my courses.” She also
mentions that the “courses were very
challenging. There was so much reading.”
Plus, “I learned a lot from the discussion
threads. Almost everyone would support
their arguments with examples or analo-
gies from their own business experiences.
Reading those pieces was extremely
informative.”
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Advice
“Unless you are doing an MBA for the

fun of it, do the due diligence you would
do for any other MBA,” she said. “Ensure
the total costs (including books and other
materials) are within your budget and
ensure that the program is accredited.
Make sure you understand how online the
program really is. When I researched for
my program, most of the schools I found
offered combinations of onsite and online
work. Decide which type(s) will work for
you and ensure that you understand
exactly what the school offers.”

Career Advancement Factor
Although Couch had a lot of manage-

ment experience under her belt when she
entered the UMUC program and under-
stood much of the material presented, she
said that she “found a framework that
made it easier for me to apply both old
and new knowledge. In addition, I believe
the MBA on my resume will position me
more positively than other candidates
who may have similar work experience
but lack that master’s level of study.”

University of Colorado at Colorado
Springs (UCCS

The UCCS MBA program is commit-
ted to blending business practice and
research into every aspect of its curricu-
lum. The program is offered in two deliv-
ery methods, on-campus and fully online,
with various specializations. This dual
mode of delivery allows students to begin
their MBA either on-campus or online as
well as to finish the program in either
format.

Errol Robateau
Age: 33

Introduction
Errol Robateau is employed with an

affiliate of Exxon Mobil Corporation in
Belize. He earned his bachelor ’s degree in
Accounting from St. Louis University. He
has worked for a public accounting firm
and is a CPA. He was nearing completion
of his online MBA program at UCCS, with
a double emphasis in finance and man-
agement, at the time of this communica-
tion.

He is married with three children. He
and his wife are busy people, active in
their church. He says that he is “quite
fine working alone and meeting dead-
lines” - two facets of his personality that
have helped him complete his MBA
studies.

Why UCCS?
Robateau used some of the search

methods suggested in this eBook, starting
out with the Business Week and U.S.
News and World Report websites. He says
he chose UCCS because it was an AACSB
accredited program, had a reasonable
cost, and did not require campus visits.

Experience as an Online Learner
Robateau explained that the UCCS

faculty “were very responsive to our needs
and provided great support along the
way.” He added that “the ability to use the
Internet to deal with real-world issues
was great. It was not all textbook learn-
ing. The online experience included online
financial real-world business data sites,
which added to the learning.”

Advice
Robateau had some solid advice for

students thinking about earning their
MBA online. “Starting is easy,” he said.
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“But completing your online degree re-
quires discipline, perseverance, and an
unwavering commitment to completing
your degree.” Also he strongly suggested
that prospective students “start the
application process early. I suggest start-
ing everything at least one year before
you plan to actually begin classes. This
gives you enough time to choose the
school, ask questions, obtain recommen-
dations and transcripts, and complete the
essays and the GMAT.”

Career Advancement Factor
Robateau explained that he seems to

be getting additional respect at his job as
a result of his MBA experience. “In addi-
tion, I have been given more responsibili-
ties that are in line with my MBA
coursework. My company values an MBA,
and therefore opportunities for advance-
ment in our global company are now
endless.”

Jennifer Skipton
Age: 38

Introduction
Jeffiner Skipton is an RF performance

engineer manager for AT&T Wireless.
She earned an undergraduate degree in
electrical engineering from the University
of Iowa. Her professional work experience
has been primarily in the telecom sector.
She is single, in a long-term committed
relationship, and does not have any
children. Skipton is also a volunteer with
the Make-a-Wish Foundation.
She is Internet and computer savvy,
claiming that “there is not anything I feel
can be done to or with a computer that I
can’t figure out. The online learning
format was easy to adjust to as long as

you run through the tutorial.”
Why UCCS?

Skipton searched the Internet for
online MBA programs. “UCCS provided
what looked to be a challenging program,”
she claimed. “My biggest concern was to
find something challenging. I want to feel
as though I am earning my degree and
not as though I just paid a high price for
something worthless.”

Experience as an Online Learner
Skipton explained that she is “gaining

real-world experience in being a self-
starter, which is important in the busi-
ness world. Courses have been challeng-
ing, particularly the accounting courses,
because that is not my background. I find
the courses to be very relevant to busi-
ness, and the interesting part is they also
apply to my investment club and provide
a great understanding of the stock market
and stocks in general.”

Advice
“Take it serious,” Skipton said. “Keep

on your studies. You must be motivated
because there is no one prodding you to do
the homework. Don’t waste your time if
you aren’t serious about it. Read the
books, no matter if they are math-based
or not. Plan your time wisely and, if
possible, plan ahead.”

Career Advancement Factor
Skipton moved to a manager ’s position

prior to enrolling in the UCCS program.
She says that so far “the program has
helped me to understand not only what I
have done right to get this position, but
also what things I need to improve on to
move from being a manager to a true
believer.”

122 Everything You Need To Know About Earning An MBA Online



CHAPTER TWENTY
A Brief Review and a Bit of Advice

This chapter consists of some final
words of advice sprinkled with my
opinions about online education in

general. Also, just like in any online or on-
campus classroom experience, there’s a
review of what you may or may not have
learned from reading this book.

You should have a keen understanding
about how to choose the program that is
right for you, how to succeed as an online
student, and what you need to do to take
your degree to the next level of your
career.

But, like anything in life, nuances can
alter your ultimate pathway. In the online
education world, those nuances deal
primarily with how the institution meets
its promise to provide you with a mean-
ingful and effective education.

Unfortunately, you won’t discover how
good a program really is until you’re fully
enrolled in the thick of it. I can say,
however, that through literally hundreds
of in-depth interviews I’ve conducted with
educators who work in online learning
departments across the country, that I
have developed a very strong sense of
optimism about this form of teaching and
learning. At the same time, I have devel-
oped a sense of cynicism about higher
education, in general. Much of this dia-
metrically opposed philosophy comes out
in an occasional column that I write
called “The Digital Optimist.”

The Digital Optimist
People who work in online higher

education are some of the hardest-work-
ing people I have ever met in my life. I
can’t tell you how many Saturday-after-

noon and Sunday-evening conversations I
have had with educators in this field who
have no qualms about conducting busi-
ness on what should be their days off. A
colleague of mine, who also works in this
field, jokingly says, “Only real men work
on Sundays.” I’m sure there’s some reli-
gious opposition to that statement. But,
overall, the people in the world of online
education are truly dedicated profession-
als who have a passion about making this
kind of teaching and learning work.

At some institutions, however, these
passionate online educators are met with
some resistance from colleagues who don’t
see online teaching and learning in the
same light. In short, not all of the aca-
demic world is jumping on this train. At
some institutions, the resistance to online
education, especially to fully online de-
gree programs, causes administrations to
not adequately support the passionate
academics who are creating these new
and exciting teaching and learning envi-
ronments.

Nonetheless, my experience investi-
gating all these online MBA programs
and communicating with administrators,
faculty, and students has shown that all
the regionally accredited schools are
doing everything they can to make online
education work. These programs are
always in a continuous improvement
cycle. The administration and faculty
listen to students and corporate America
and merge changes into their courses to
make these programs better.

Of course, a traditional face-to-face
MBA program does have its important
elements that cannot be replicated online.
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A traditional program’s culture and
community, for instance, can never be
converted to a virtual space. Live class-
room connections obviously has its
benefits.

Also online or on-campus, business
and academia often can’t seem to get on
the same page. Just read some of Peter
Drucker’s work to get a sense for his
views on the growth of our knowledge
society and how traditional higher-educa-
tion institutions are becoming less impor-
tant.

Get On the Phone
So how do you find out which schools

may be contributing to our knowledge
society and which schools are not? This
will sound overly simplistic, but you have
to try to make contact with the faculty,
administrators, and students in these
programs and make a judgment call
based on what information, or lack of
information, they provide.

You should have noticed that through-
out this book I suggest that you call the
people who run and teach online pro-
grams and ask a lot of questions. Don’t be
satisfied with talking to only an enroll-
ment counselor/sales agent. Before you go
through any admission process, make
sure you speak with a college dean, or
program director, or department chairper-
son, or some faculty members, and, if
possible, some students (current or
alumni) of the program.

Look through all the chapters of this
book and write down those questions I
suggest, or devise some of your own, that
can help you dig deeper into whether you
are the right fit for any particular pro-
gram. Keep this list next to the telephone
as you make these calls. Take notes and
compare schools as you sift through all
this information. Also keep accurate
records of all your online research.

Take Responsibility for Your Path
When all is said and done, your

assertiveness and your ability to commu-
nicate and interact with faculty and
fellow students in a professional manner
will make all the difference in your suc-
cess. If you sit back and wait for the
institution to pour knowledge into your
brain, and guide you every step of the
way, all you’ll become is a bucket that can
be emptied. If you take an active, some-
what outspoken but professional and
humble role in your education, you will
reap more learning rewards than you
could ever imagine.

In short, you are the master of your
educational fate. Use your professors to
your advantage. Question them, ask them
for help, ask them to clarify things when
you are confused or when you might
disagree with something.

In general, professors want to help
you, regardless of their status as part-
time adjuncts or full-time tenure-track
faculty. In fact, many times that part-time
adjunct with only a master ’s degree and
the practical, on-the-job experience can
provide a better learning experience than
the seasoned professor with a Ph.D. who
is more concerned about his or her re-
search than teaching. Of course, the
opposite of that supposition is true as
well. There are some poor, overly
stretched adjuncts out there, too.

Having said all this as the basis of
your higher-education planning, here’s a
review, and some more opinions and
advice, to bolster those plans.

Choose Wisely
Many prospective students get all

caught up in an institution’s brand-name
recognition. However, my opinion is that
you should not make that your primary
decision factor. Remember, online MBAs
are really still a new and growing phe-
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nomenon that has yet to reach a full level
of maturity and recognition in the mar-
ketplace. In short, you can get an excel-
lent education from many not-so-highly-
recognized institutions.

The institutions with the big academic
reputations may give you a better chance
of obtaining the best jobs, but they also
come with the highest price tags. It’s a
tough decision to make. Personally, I
would send my application to only those
programs that impressed me with details
about what I will ultimately learn from
the faculty and students (review Chapter
6), how it will affect my lifelong learning
goals (review Chapter 10), and how it will
advance both my career and personal
aspirations (review Chapter 18). All these
things are much more important than a
program’s brand-name recognition and
perceived value in the job marketplace.

In the final analysis with regard to
choosing an online MBA program, it
really all depends on the individual. In
Chapter 1, for instance, I ask you two all-
important questions that need to be
repeated here: Where you want to take
your career, and are looking for a creden-
tial or knowledge?

Applying and Paying for Your MBA
The application and financial-aid

processes can be a real pain in the you
know what (review Chapters 11 and 12).
Your best course of action here, again, is
to simply get on the phone. Have an
enrollment counselor help you with filling
out the application and a financial-aid
counselor help you with loan forms. In
short, taking the phone approach could
save you untold hours.

How to Be a Good Online Learner
The most vital skills online students

can pick up are how to work in virtual
teams and how to communicate effectively

through modern electronic means, which I
cover in Chapter 17 and alluded to in
Chapter 18 as well. Also review Chapter
16 about communicating online.

There’s a huge difference between
online and face-to-face communication,
said Maggie McVay Lynch, manager of
distributed education at Portland State
University. “Most people are not the best
communicators in writing.” Often, for
example, a simple critique of a fellow
student’s paper can be misinterpreted
when provided through an e-mail or
discussion board. “The student reads into
it and says ‘Oh my God, I’m a total fail-
ure.’ So, there is this whole psychological
piece that students need to work through
to figure out what is formal communica-
tion and what is informal communication.

“How do you actually engage in inter-
personal relationships when you are not
seeing people face-to-face? How do you
check back and forth, whether it is with
your professor or with your fellow stu-
dents, as to what the meaning really is
when you are confused or upset or won-
dering how you are progressing?”

The large Fortune 500 corporations, in
particular, communicate online and work
in virtual teams all the time. At the
corporate level, it’s always referred to as
e-learning. Basically, more and more
employees are being trained in the online
environment, be it through self-paced CD-
ROM-based modules with add-on e-mail
interaction and discussion boards to web-
conferencing events where employees
gather synchronously across borders and
different time zones to collaborate on
group projects and basically learn from
each other. Also instance messaging is
frequently the communication method of
choice for many corporate employees
today.

Moreover, all the information avail-
able through proprietary databases
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available to you through your program’s
online library services will give the oppor-
tunity to learn how to conduct competitive
research. For example, valuable market-
ing and distribution data found online can
help companies make wise decisions
geared toward boosting revenues and
production efficiencies. In addition, good
online research can help put you in touch
with the best vendors and suppliers. So in
addition to being a skilled virtual team
member and communicator, the modern
business manager needs to be information
literate (covered in Chapter 16).

To sum up how to be a good online
learner, take your team projects seriously,
learn how to communicate online, and
become a skilled online researcher.

My Preference
Personally, for earning any kind of

online degree, my preference is to go with
a program that has a few short residency
requirements. Of course, I realize that
this is not possible for many prospective
online MBA students, who perhaps don’t
have the time or finances to travel away
from their jobs and families for any
extended period of time. However, if you
have the flexibility of traveling to a resi-
dency, I think the benefits of meeting in
person with fellow students and faculty
are well worth it. These kinds of social/
academic experiences can really make a
difference in forming valuable business
friendships and networking opportunities.
I would also pick an institution that has
strong ties to corporate America, perhaps
is not overly academic in its instruction of
business theories and concepts, and has a
strong focus on gaining practical knowl-
edge that you can immediately use in
your workplace.

Another factor I would consider is how
a program presents itself online. I believe
a poor website can be a red flag indicating

some problems related to a program not
getting adequate institutional support.
However, a program without adequate
institutional support can have an excel-
lent faculty and a good curriculum. So
this is one of those gray areas that re-
quires you to dig deeper into the details of
a program’s curriculum.

Finally, take a close look at how an
institution provides its orientation ser-
vices and other student services (review
Chapters 7 and 15). Sometimes a quick
face-to-face orientation at a residency is
not nearly enough to prepare you for what
you’ll encounter in your first class.

Also a relatively short online orienta-
tion class might also not be enough.
McVay Lynch, who did her doctoral dis-
sertation research on online orientation
methods, said that an online orientation
should “put you in the environment that
you are going to be working in for the
time you are in the curriculum, so you can
experience and work through any prob-
lems right up front before you actually
take a class. It also gives you the opportu-
nity to figure out what kind of resources
you will have to assist you when the
instructor or help desk is unavailable.”

The other vital student service you’ll
more than likely take advantage of early
on is technical support. The world of
information technology is certainly less
than perfect. When something goes wrong
on the technical side, you’ll want to imme-
diately talk to a computer geek who can
pull you out of what can be a cyberhell.

Finally, review what a school’s alumni
services are all about. Those institutions
with large alumni networks could turn
out to be a great way for you to make
connections with other working profes-
sionals who can help you with your ca-
reer-advancement strategies.
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Good Luck
Phew! It’s good to be at the end of this

eBook. What a journey! To say the least, I
wish you all the luck in the world. Online
education is really a viable option, and it’s
definitely becoming more a part of our
educational systems, not just at the MBA
level, but in all higher-education disci-
plines. So take a deep breath, and start
flying through cyberspace to pursue what
the Internet is really all about - that is, to
learn and teach and share and grow.
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