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THE IMPORTANCE OF SOCIAL PRESENCE IN AN ONLINE CLASS 

“CAUSE ONE IS THE LONELIEST NUMBER YOU WILL EVERY DO” 

 

Dr. Susan Evans Jennings, Stephen F. Austin State University 

Dr. Matthew Sutherlin, Henderson State University 

Ms. Amy Counts, Lakeside Middle School 

 

Abstract 

Course satisfaction and resulting student retention are challenges for online education. 

Finding ways to improve online offerings may help with both of these important outcomes. 

Social presence is an often overlooked but critical aspect of success.  However, if you listen to 

Three Dog Night, you will learn that “One is the loneliest number that you’ll ever do.”  This 

study looks at student perceptions of the importance of social presence among themselves, their 

instructors, and their fellow classmates. Recommendations are provided for enhancing social 

presence in the online classroom. 

Keywords: social presence, online community, interactions 

Introduction 

 

 Numbers, numbers, numbers – even in higher education, by necessity of state and local 

funding, our focus seems to revolve around numbers. In today’s educational scene, those who 

rely strictly on traditional on campus students may be missing out in the numbers game. 

However, studies have shown that online education has its own pitfalls where numbers are 

concerned. Retention of online students in online classes has become a very important aspect of 

the online education equation. The purpose of this study is to look at the component of social 

presence in an online class to ascertain its perceived importance in the success and retention of 

the online student. 



2 
 

Review of Literature 

 In order to determine the importance of social presence, there must first be an agreement 

as to what the term “social presence” means. Communication studies as early as 1976 used this 

terminology. Social presence was defined by Short, Williams, and Christie (1976) as “degree of 

salience of the other person in a mediated communication and the consequent salience of their 

interpersonal interactions” (p. 65). Valentin, Muyia, Kim, and Valentin (2015) define social 

presence in the virtual learning environment as the measure of feeling that is experienced by the 

learners.  

The Need for Social Presence 

 Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs has long been an accepted theory on human needs and 

development. Maslow asserted that in order for self-actualization to occur there were other 

constructs that must be accomplished first. These begin with the basic physiological needs 

followed by safety, love/belonging, and esteem before reaching the self-actualization level. 

According to Rutledge (2011), this theory is accepted because it brings a sense of order to our 

chaotic human behavior. She asserts, however, that none of Maslow’s needs can be fully met 

without social connection.  

With Maslow’s theory and Rutledge’s assertion, the question arises as to whether the 

needs of a learner in an online course can be fully met without a social connection. It is this 

connection that may often be the missing link in the online classroom environment. Wise, 

Chang, Duffy, and del Valle (2004) propose that relating and caring are important elements in 

the concept of social presence and community building in an online environment. Almost ten 

years prior Gunawardena (1995) suggested that “development of social presence and a sense of 

online community becomes key to promoting collaborative learning and knowledge building” (p. 
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164). Reinhart (2010) asserts that not only overall satisfaction, but also successful completion of 

an online course is intertwined with the sense of community or connectedness felt by the learner. 

LaBarbera (2013) discusses online course satisfaction and its relationship to students’ perceived 

connectedness to the community of online learners. She further explains, based on the empirical 

evidence, that this is fostered by feedback on assignments and instructor presence in discussion 

forums. 

In the research of Swan (2002), three interaction factors emerged that increased student 

satisfaction and learning. These three factors were interaction with (1) the content of the course, 

(2) the instructors of the course, and (3) the fellow participants in the course. Anderson (2003) 

identified a variety of types of interactions that are important in distance education. These 

interactions include student to teacher, student to content, and student to student. Chaney et al, 

(2009) also discussed these interactions, but student to teacher was most often cited as a key 

quality indicator in online courses. A study by Hostetter and Busch (2006) had them conclude 

that online courses needed to support pedagogy that increases social presence. Wei, Chen, and 

Kinshuk (2012) asserted that “lack of social presence may lead to a high degree of frustration, an 

unreasonably critical attitude toward the instructor’s effectiveness, and a lower level of affective 

learning” (p. 529). 

The term “social presence” in the context of this research for communication 

enhancement in an online environment was defined in the introduction to the survey. The 

definition given for social presence is the degree to which users perceive the existence of others 

(instructor and classmates) and their perception of an actual interaction among the professor and 

fellow students. 



4 
 

Purpose of the Study 

 The study was designed to examine student perceptions of the importance of social 

presence in the online classroom. In addition, the study was designed to gather student ideas on 

how social presence can be better facilitated online both with the instructor and with their fellow 

classmates. Finally, information was collected regarding whether the students personally had 

experienced either positive or negative events based on the social presence of the instructor or 

fellow classmates in an online class. Both qualitative and quantitative data were used to explore 

students’ perceptions of social presence in the online classes in which they are, or have been, 

enrolled. 

Procedure 

 The study was conducted with the use of an electronic survey instrument in the online 

survey platform Qualtrics. The sample was a convenience sample derived from students enrolled 

in online undergraduate courses. The students were enrolled in one of two universities located in 

the states of Arkansas and Texas. Results from the study were collected, coded, and tabulated to 

determine student opinions. 

Participants/Demographics 

 At the beginning of the Fall 2016 semester, an electronic survey was administered to 

students enrolled in at least one online class at two regional comprehensive universities in the 

southern United States. Though students had the opportunity to complete the survey, they were 

not required to do so, nor were they penalized for not completing the survey. All participants 

were provided and agreed to the informed consent to participate in this Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) approved research project. No names were downloaded from the survey platform 

with the survey responses to provide anonymity to the respondents.  
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There were 159 students who chose to participate in the study. Of the participants, 

29.56% were male and 70.44% were female. Table 1 shows the age distribution of the 

participants.  

Table 1.  Age of Participants 

Age Group % Count 

18 - 22 30.82% 49 

23 - 25 27.67% 44 

26 - 34 22.01% 35 

35 - 44 13.84% 22 

45 - 54 5.03% 8 

55 - 64 0.63% 1 

Total 100.00% 159 

 

The largest group by percentage, 30.82%, was traditional-aged students (18 – 22 years) 

followed by the 23 – 25 year old group with 27.67%. These two together account for 58.49% of 

the total group. Despite this being more than half, it still left a significant 41.51% falling in the 

non-traditional age groups. In this non-traditional grouping of 41.51% of the students, there were 

26 – 34 year olds (22.01%), 35 – 44 year olds (13.86%), 45 – 54 year olds (5.03%), and the 

remaining 0.63% in the 55 – 64 year old category. 

All students who responded to the survey were taking an online class, and for most, it 

was not the first online class in which they had participated. In order to obtain perceptions of 

importance of social presence, the number of online classes seemed an important demographic to 

note. Had the majority of students taken only one or two classes, their experience might have 

been insufficient to have developed an opinion on the topic. There were only three students who 
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were taking their first online class (1.96%). Table 2 shows the breakdown of the number of 

classes taken. 

Table 2.  Number of Online Classes Taken 

Number of Online Classes  % 

This is my first online class 1.96% 

1 – 3 online classes 11.11% 

4 – 8 online classes 24.84% 

9 – 12 online classes 14.38% 

More than 12 online classes 47.71% 

Total 100.00% 

 

When looking at the number of online classes taken, the largest percentage was nearly 

48%, which represented students who had taken more than 12 online classes. The second largest 

group was nearly 25%, which represented students who had taken 4 – 8 online classes. 

Instruments 

 The study used a survey instrument designed by the researchers. Demographics on age, 

gender, educational classification, major, and number of online classes taken was gathered from 

respondents. A definition for social presence in context of its use in the study was included. 

Questions were designed to examine perceived importance of social presence for both instructor 

and fellow classmates. Both qualitative and quantitative data were collected for analysis.  

Results 

The questions in the survey were used to determine the students’ perceptions of the 

importance of social presence in an online environment. The results of the study were in line 

with literature review in terms of the importance students placed on the concept of social 

presence.  
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Importance of a Social Presence 

The first question was:  For you, how important is it to feel a social presence from the 

instructor in an online class? Results for Question 1 are shown in Chart 1.  

 

Chart 1.  Importance of Social Presence from Instructor 

Nearly three quarters (73.37%) of the respondents felt it important or very important for 

them personally to feel a social presence from the instructor of the online class. As indicated on 

the chart, another 17.53% found it somewhat important and less than 10% indicated it was “Not 

very important” or “Unimportant.” 

In looking at the same question broken into age groups, it was interesting that the age 

groups less than 26 years old had 51% respond that social presence is very important as opposed 

to those 26 and older which had only 38% responding it was very important. The response of 

“Important” was given by 24% in the 18 to 25 years olds and 31% in the 26 and over group. So 

though the younger group did rate it very important more often, both groups (75% in the 

traditional twenty-five and under groups and 69% of the over twenty-five groups) had a very 

strong showing for the importance of social presence by the instructor. 

2.60%

6.49%

17.53%

27.27%

46.10%

Unimportant

Not very important

Somewhat important

Important

Very important

For you, how important is it to feel a social presence from the instructor 
in an online class?

For you, how important is it to feel a social presence from the instructor in an online class?
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In Question 2 of the survey, an open-ended question was asked:  In what ways do you 

feel a professor can project a social presence in an online class?  Responses to this question were 

coded for reoccurring topics. Those that emerged most often were: 

(1) instigating interaction and communication by sending regular/frequent emails and 

posting reminders/announcements frequently 

(2) using social media 

(3) providing discussion boards and discussion board feedback 

(4) being available for questions and providing flexible office hours 

(5) utilizing Collaborate/Skype/or other video conferencing tools 

(6) answering emails promptly 

(7) providing detailed and comprehensive assignment instructions/materials 

(8) posting video lectures 

(9) posting grades and assignment feedback promptly, and  

(10) making a personal connections (examples were give encouragement, be 

approachable, discuss non-course topics, treat students with respect).  

The third question was:  For you, how important is it to feel a social presence from your 

fellow classmates in an online class? Results for Question 3 are shown in Chart 2.  
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Chart 2.  Importance of Social Presence from Classmates 

Though there are numerous studies showing the importance of community and 

interaction among the students in an online class (Cameron, Morgan, Williams, & Kostelecky, 

2009; Gallagher-Lepak, Reilly, & Killion, 2009; Nyachae, 2011; Sadera, Robertson, Song, & 

Midon, 2009; Whiteside, 2015), the results of this study found considerably less perceived 

importance to the respondents than the social presence of the instructor with only 36.1% rating it 

“Very important” or “Important” and over 30% rating it as “Not Very Important” or 

“Unimportant.”   

Social Presence Influence on Success and Course Satisfaction 

 In the next section of the survey, students were asked to rate how important they felt the 

social presence of the instructor was on influencing their course success and satisfaction. Both of 

these dimensions can influence student retention in online classes. For this question students 

were asked to select from five choices with three of these choices having a description with the 

scaled choice. The three descriptive answers included:  Very important – feeling like the 

instructor cares about me as a person motivates me to work harder in the course; Somewhat 

important – everyone likes to feel cared about, but it may or may not influence my effort in the 

7.8%

22.7%

33.1%

21.4%

14.9%

Unimportant

Not very important

Somewhat important

Important

Very important

How important is it for you to feel a social presence from your 
classmates in an online class?

How important is it for you to feel a social presence from your classmates in an online
class?
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class; and Unimportant – unless there is a direct correlation to my grade, the interactions are not 

of interest to me. Chart 3 provides a visual representation of the results.  

 

Chart 3.  Influence on Success and Satisfaction from Instructor Social Presence 

Overwhelmingly, student perceptions on how influential the social presence of the 

instructor is on their success and satisfaction in the course came through as an important or very 

important factor with 73.37%. This was just slightly higher than the response to the question 

about the importance to them personally feeling a social presence from the instructor of the 

online class. Less than 5% found it unimportant and less than 2% responded not very important. 

Both of the unimportant and not very important responses were lower than the previous question 

of the importance of social presence of the instructor. 

The question was then asked to what degree fellow classmates’ social presence 

influenced the success and/or satisfaction in a course. Results of this question, like that of the 

importance of social presence of classmates, showed less influence than that of the instructor on 

respondents. The results are shown in Chart 4 below. Like the previous question, scaled 

responses were provided to assist students in their ratings. The expanded answers were:  Very 

4.6%

1.9%

20.1%

22.1%

51.3%

Unimportant -- unless there is a direct correlation to my grade,
the interactions are not of interest to me

Not very important

Somewhat important – everyone likes to feel cared about, but 
it may or may not influence my effort in the class

Important

Very important – feeling like the instructor cares about me as a 
person motivates me to work harder in the course

To what degree do you feel your perceived social presence from the 
instructor influences your success and or satisfaction in a course?

To what degree do you feel your perceived social presence from the instructor influences your success
and or satisfaction in a course?
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important – having a support system of fellow students working toward a common goal is very 

helpful/motivating; Somewhat important – it is nice if I have a question to have others to go to, 

but I do not find it a great motivation factor; and Unimportant – I work better alone and do not 

rely on or wish to seek interaction from others in the class. 

 

Chart 4.  Influence of Classmates Social Presence on Success and Satisfaction in Course 

 The results of this question showed 36.3% of the students felt that a perceived social 

presence among fellow classmates was important or very important to their satisfaction and/or 

success in the course. This was very close to the previous question about the importance of social 

presence of classmates. However, 22.7% rated it as not very important or unimportant. This is 

lower than the 30.5% with those ratings in the previous question about the importance of social 

presence of classmates. 

Qualitative data was collected from the students following the questions on social 

presence and its effect on their satisfaction and/or success in an online course. Students were 

asked two open-ended questions: 

11.0%

11.7%

41.0%

16.2%

20.1%

Unimportant -- I work better alone and do not rely on or wish to
seek interaction from others in the class.

Not very important

Somewhat important – it is nice if I have a question to have others 
to go to, but I do not find it a great motivation factor

Important

Very important – having a support system of fellow students 
working toward a common goal is very helpful/motivating

To what degree do you feel a perceived social presence among fellow 
classmates influences your success and/or satisfaction in a course?

To what degree do you feel a perceived social presence among fellow classmates influences your
success and or satisfaction in a course?
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1.  Thinking of the online classes you have taken, please give an example or examples 

where you felt a social presence with instructor/classmates and how it affected 

positively your success in a course? 

2.  Thinking of the online classes you have taken, please give an example or examples 

where you did not feel a social presence and how it affected negatively your success 

in a course? 

In looking at the positive examples, there were a variety of answers. Shown below are a 

sampling of answers that embody the general tone of the comments: 

• I have not taken a course where the social presence has affected my success in a 

course. 

• The professor’s social presence always made me feel like my work and my goals 

mattered to her. I felt the need to live up to her expectations. 

• In an online class I took last semester the professor had us all join a Facebook group 

online. I felt this was very beneficial because students seemed more inclined to ask 

questions and be heard on Facebook rather than the classes where instructors had the 

students ask questions on the class discussion board. 

• Personally, I haven’t had an online instructor that cared about social presence. 

• In one class, the professor sent me an email after he had graded a major assignment. 

He told me that he enjoyed reading my paper, that I did a great job, and that he could 

tell that I was really understanding the concepts of the class. This positive feedback 

was a great motivator to keep up the hard work. 
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• The professor simply saying, “please contact me if you need help,” really pushes me 

to do better. One simple sentence shows they actually care if I do well in their class. 

Them wanting me to succeed pushes me to do even better.  

• I would say that a professor seeming like they actually care has had an impact on me 

to want to try harder. It really adds this extra level to the online classroom because 

you don’t want to let the professor down by making a bad grade.  

• Professor ____ had all of us introduce ourselves in a discussion board when classes 

first started. We had replies from her and from other students. It gave the course a 

more familiar feeling to know that I’m not alone in the course. 

Many of the comments were very much the same as the answers given for how a teacher 

can facilitate more of a social presence for the instructor and for the students in the online 

environment. 

Next were the negative examples, and again there were a variety of answers.  However, 

this time there seemed to be stronger emotions behind the responses. Shown below are a 

sampling of answers that embody the general tone of the comments: 

• When an instructor will only answer emails on Tues. and Thurs. between a certain 

time was very disappointing; however, it helped me reach out to my fellow 

classmates. 

• I had one professor who basically ignored his students. In the occasion that I had 

questions, he either completely ignored me or sent me responses that were 

inconsiderate and rude. I loathed that class and didn’t do as well as I could have, 

feeling as though I couldn’t do any better because our professor didn’t care. 
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• I have taken classes where there was very little interaction with the professor or 

the students. Just due dates and very little feedback from the professor. To be 

honest, I barely passed the class and felt as though I did not have a positive 

learning experience. 

• I have never been negatively impacted by lack of social presence in school or in 

life. 

• No interactions gave a more distant feeling in the class and felt that it wasn’t a 

real class. Did not enjoy the class as I would have liked to.  

• The instructor did not respond to his/her students and it was very frustrating 

because most were confused about the assignment. 

• In most of the online classes I’ve taken the instructors didn’t really participate. 

They just assigned everything and put the due dates on the syllabus. I definitely 

had trouble remembering deadlines and didn’t feel motivated in the course. 

• The worst class I’ve ever taken online was last semester and the professor would 

take over 96 hours to respond to a typical email and hardly ever communicated 

with students about what was going on in the class. We were just given a bunch of 

homework with due dates and told to do it. I think I received a total of three 

emails from her all semester long; two of which were because I asked her 

questions. I will honestly never take another class with her or recommend 

someone to take her class. 

Based on the comments about both the positive and negative impact of social presence in 

the online classroom, students do feel affected by it.  
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Conclusions and Recommendations 

Maslow stated that we must meet the most basic needs (Physiological, Safety, 

Love/Belonging, Esteem) before we can move on to self-actualization. In the online environment 

this seems to also ring true. The student must, of course, have the necessary equipment and 

connection in order to function in an online class. In looking at creating the best learning 

environment, we need to also consider the other three steps before self-actualization can occur. 

The social presence and building of community in an online class may be more important 

components than had been considered in the early stages of online learning. These aspects of 

social presence and community building can contribute to students’ feelings of their safety, albeit 

more psychological safety, and a sense of belonging, which could also lead to increased self-

esteem by feeling successful in the course.  

Both in the literature review and in the results of the current study it appeared to be the 

case that the students’ perceptions of social presence were of importance to them. Like the study 

from Sheridan and Kelly (2010), the findings of this study confirm instructor presence is one of 

the keys to the effectiveness of online learning. Because of the large percentage of students 

confirming this, reason would strongly suggest that instructors be actively engaged in building a 

connection or presence in online courses. LaBarbera (2013) documented the benefits of fostering 

students’ perceptions of connectedness. In some cases, it may be that the instructors are engaged 

in the course but are not projecting that involvement or connectedness in a manner that students 

are able to observe. It is this perception by students that comes into play almost as much as the 

actual involvement of the instructor. 

In looking at the perceived importance of interaction with fellow classmates, the strength 

of importance was not as great as for the interaction with the instructor. However, this does not 
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mean that that they would not benefit from this interaction. It may be that they just have not 

experienced enough online interaction to realize its benefits. 

When it comes to engaging students, we need to employ a variety of strategies. Students 

provided some good suggestions in the open-ended question reported in Question 2 data on how 

they felt the instructor of the class could improve a feeling of social presence in the online 

environment. Hopefully all online classes contain some of the elements that were suggested. 

However, employing additional items from the suggestions in a class where they have not 

previously been used could serve as a good starting point to vitalize or revitalize an online class. 

Though Rutledge (2011) was writing about the use of social networking in general, she 

made a valid point when she said, “When we look at the rapid innovation and ubiquitous nature 

of technology, our reptilian brains get nervous with all the change. In the face of uncertainty, we 

ask the wrong question. We ask ‘what does technology do to us?’  The question we should ask is 

‘what can we do with technology?’“ (p. 13). Harnessing the power of tools available, especially 

those already in use by the majority of our students, may be a way to bring more and better 

learning opportunities to the online environment. 

References 

Anderson, T. (2003). Modes of interaction in distance education: Recent developments and 

research questions. Handbook of distance education, 129-144. 

Cameron, B. A., Morgan, K., Williams, K. C., & Kostelecky, K. L. (2009). Group projects: 

Students’ perceptions of the relationship betweensocial tasks and sense of community in 

online group work. The American Journal of Distance Education, 23(1), 20-33. doi: 

10.1080/08923640802664466 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/creativity


17 
 

Chaney, B. H., Eddy, J. M., Dorman, S. M., Glessner, L. L., Green, B. L., & Lara-Alecio, R. 

(2009).  A primer on quality indicators of distance education. Health Promotion Practice, 

10(2), 222-231. 

Gallagher-Lepak, S., Reilly, J., & M Killion, C. (2009). Nursing student perceptions of 

community in online learning. Contemporary Nurse, 32(1-2), 133-146. 

doi:10.5172/conu.32.1-2.133  

Gunawardena, C. N. (1995). Social presence theory and implicaitons for interaction and 

collaborative learning in computer conferences. International Journal of Educational 

Telecommunications, 1(2/3), 147-166. 

Hostetter, C., & Busch, M. (2006, October). Measuring up online: The relationship between 

social presence and student learning satisfaction. Journal of Scholarship of Teaching and 

Learning, 6(2), 1-12.(4), 209-220. 

LaBarbera R. (Winter 2013). The relationship between students’' perceived sense of 

connectedness to the instructor and satisfaction in online courses. Quarterly Review of 

Distance Education, 14 

Nyachae, J. N. (2011). The Effect of Social Presence on Students' Perceived Learning and 

Satisfaction in Online Courses. ProQuest Dissertations Publishing. 

Reinhart, J. (2010). Graduate students' communication practices and perceived sense of 

community. Quarterly Review of Distance Education, 11(4), 223-228. 

Rutledge, P. B. (2011). Social networks: What Maslow misses. Retrived from:  

https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/positively-media/201111/social-networks-what-

maslow-misses-0. doi:10.4018/978-1-4666-8170-5.ch015. 



18 
 

Sadera, W. A., Robertson, J., Song, L., & Midon, M. N. (2009). The role of community in online 

learning success. Journal of Online Learning and Teaching, 5(2), 277.  

Sheridan, K. & Kelly, M. A. (2010). The indicators of instructor presence that are important to 

sttudents in online courses. Journal of Online Learning and Teaching, 6(4), 767-797. 

Short, J. E., Williams, E., & Christie, B. (1976). The Social Psychology of Telecommunications. 

Toronto: Wiley Publishing. 

Swan, K. (2002). Building learning communities in online courses: the importance of interaction. 

Education, Communication & Information, 2(1), 23-49. 

Valentin, M. A., Muyia, H., Kim, J., & Valentin, C. (2015). Toward an effective virtual learning 

environment: From a social presence perspective. In I. Global, Handbook of Research on 

Innovative Technology Integration in Higher Education (p. 19). 

Wei, C., Chen, N., & Kinshuk. (2012, June). A model for social presence in online classrooms. 

Educational Technology Research and Development, 60(3), 529-545. 

doi:10.1007/s11423-012-9234-9 

Whiteside, A. L. (2015, March). Introducing the social presence model to explore online and 

blended learning experiences. Online Learning, 19(2), 20. 

Wise, A., Chang, J., Duffy, T., & del Valle, R. (2004). The effects of teacher social presence on 

student satisfaction, engagement, and learning. Journal of Educational Computing 

Research, 31(3), 247-271. 

 

  



19 
 

Author Information 

 

*Dr. Susan Evans Jennings, Professor 

Business Communication and Legal Studies  

Stephen F. Austin State University 

Box 13060 SFA Station, Nacogdoches, TX 75962-3060 

Phones: (w) 936.468.1634; (c) 936.715.5402; (h) 936.560.0064 

sjennings@sfasu.edu  -  *Corresponding Author 

 

Dr. Matthew Sutherlin, Department Chair and Assistant Professor 

Curriculum and Instruction 

Henderson State University 

Box 7770 Arkadelphia, AR 71999-0001 

Phones: (w) 870-230-5351; (c) 410-206-4136  

sutherlime@gmail.com 

 

Amy Counts, Teacher 

Lakeside Middle School 

Hot Springs, AR 

Phones: (c) 410.206.3124 

amycounts@hotmail.com 

 

Number of Words in the entire article:  # of Words = 4325 

 
Dr. Susan Evans Jennings is in her 18th year as a professor at Stephen F. Austin State University and 

is the Coordinator for the Online BBA Program.  Previously she taught at Valdosta State University 

and at Parkers Chapel High.  She has written two textbooks for Cengage Publishing and numerous 

journal articles who has also presented nationally and internationally on technology and online 

learning. 

 

Dr. Matthew Sutherlin graduated from the University of Central Arkansas Honors College with a 

Bachelor of Fine Arts in Painting, he completed his Master of Fine Arts in 3D Design at the University 

of Massachusetts and his PhD at the University of North Texas in Denton.  Matthew has worked 

teaching art and art education in public and private schools including Stephen F. Austin University in 

Nacogdoches, TX, Maryland Institute College of Art in Baltimore, MD, and, currently, he is Chair of 

Curriculum and Instruction at Henderson State University and lives with his family in Hot Springs, 

AR. 

 

Ms. Amy Counts has taught elementary, middle, and secondary level students for the past 14 years in 

the states of Massachusetts, Texas, Maryland, and Arkansas.  She is a published author who has also 

presented nationally and internationally on technology and arts integration for English Language Arts, 

Gifted and Talented, and after school programs. Currently, she works as a 7th grade English Language 

Arts instructor at Lakeside Middle School in Hot Springs, AR. 

Presented at the ABIS conference in Little Rock, Arkansas – Not submitted for the Proceedings.  Paper 

has not been published in any other venue. 

 



20 
 

DECISION SUPPORT TOOLS: A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS  

BETWEEN TWO HOSPITALS 

 

Dr. Aurore J. Kamssu, Tennessee State University 

Dr. Jeffrey S. Siekpe, Tennessee State University 

Mr. Olawale Adeyemo, Tennessee State University 

 

Abstract 

Decision support tools have become an important component of corporate decisions 

making.  In the healthcare sector, the use of such tools is now common as they are an integral part 

of the Health Information Systems (HIS).  The current study analyzes the application of two 

decision support tools in hospitals: DiagnosisOne and Archimedes IndiGO.  The literature 

reports that best practices should include training and developing HIS users in those decision 

support tools, enhancing service user interactivity, constant monitoring of HIS outcomes, and 

effective hospital leadership and management.  The question here is which of the two tools is more 

beneficial for hospitals and under what circumstances? The findings showed that these hospitals 

were able to use the tool to minimize cases of adverse medical errors; but the hospital that was 

using DiagnosisOne, was more serious about the best practices and therefore, was able to attain 

effective and efficient outcomes. 

Keywords:  Decision Support Tools, Health Information Systems, DiagnosisOne, Archimedes 

IndiGO, Decision Support Systems. 

Introduction 

Information and Communication Technology (ICT) is rapidly becoming the driving force 

of almost every aspect of our life.  Most of the activities and tasks performed in the current 

modern organizations are influenced by various information systems which are components of 

ICT (Klein & Hirschheim, 2011).  One ways information systems are used in organizations today 

is through Decision Support Systems (DSS); also known as decision support tools.  DSS play the 
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role of computerized information systems in supporting organizational decision making activities 

(Kohli & Kettinger, 2004).  The healthcare sector particularly has experienced a tremendous 

increase in the use of DSS.  This increase can be attributed to the fact that DSS has been said to 

improve the administration of healthcare systems by reducing errors and therefore, protect 

human life (Lindgren, Henfridsson & Schultze, 2004). 

Adverse medical error is a serious problem confronting many countries in the world.  

Rothman (2011) reported that the medical errors are a serious challenge not only in developing 

nations, as it is sometimes believed, but also in many developed countries including the United 

States.  Such findings create a sense of urgency to remediate the threats that those errors pose to 

the life of patients and their families.  As the number of people affected by adverse medical 

errors increases, the credibility of the health system as an avenue for wellness and health is put 

into question.  Such doubts create reluctance in using health facilities; therefore, it becomes 

important to analyze different healthcare systems, isolate the problems and take the necessary 

precautions to reduce or eliminate those medical errors.  To this end, the current study focuses on 

ways in which DSS may be applied in hospitals to address the identified problem. 

The research investigates the efficacy of DSS use in two different hospitals to determine 

how efficient these systems are in improving the quality of healthcare.  This analysis may help 

identify best practices that come with the use of these DSSs that make them more efficient and 

effective. The project will also help in detecting specific DSSs that could be applied in unique 

cases of health related scenarios.  It is important to review of existing literature to understand the 

available decision tools and their efficiency and effectiveness on the healthcare systems.   
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Literature Review 

The healthcare sector receives a lot of attention when it comes to its effectiveness and 

efficiency; mainly because mistakes within the healthcare system may result in loss of life.  

Given that human lives are precious and irreplaceable, efforts are constantly being made to 

improve the quality of healthcare at various health facilities (Berner, Detmer & Simborg, 2005).  

In a bid to minimize the occurrence of adverse medical errors at healthcare facilities, a number of 

information systems have been introduced to complement the day-to-day activities of health 

workers.  Therefore, it is important to first analyse the health information system and second 

review the studies on medical errors in the healthcare sectors. 

Health Information Systems 

The combination of healthcare and Information system is known as the area of health 

information systems (HIS).  A good number of researchers have devoted their time and effort 

studying the application of information systems in the healthcare area.  In his study, Kaplan 

(2014) focused on current and emerging technology systems and devices in the healthcare sector.  

He found that healthcare facilities spend more and money on technology systems to accomplish 

task that use to be done manually a decade ago.  Ross and Lin (2003) asserted that most 

healthcare providers have made it a requirement for their facilities to adopt and use information 

systems in the course of service delivery.  This shift toward information technology can be 

attributed to the fact that information systems make most jobs easier and faster (Eysenbach, et al, 

2012).  Picano (2004) analyzed the implementation of new technologies in the healthcare 

environments in developed countries; his study put emphasis on the approach by which different 

health facilities roll out their information systems including DSS. 
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Four core best practices have been agreed upon in the literature to be associated with the 

implementation of HIS.  They include training and development of HIS users, enhanced service 

user interactivity, constant monitoring of HIS outcomes, and effective hospital leadership and 

management.  For instance, Markus, Majchrzak and Gasser (2012) argue that HIS must never be 

seen as dogmatic and static aspects of healthcare delivery; therefore, it is important that health 

professionals receive training frequently to adapt to the constant changes of the HIS.  Likewise, 

Oddo (2011) claimed that the use of HIS requires constant monitoring, to evaluate the systems 

for lapses and to ensure that they achieve desired outcome.  Roscam (2000) further indicated that 

HIS are only effective when they achieve the original purposes for which they were 

implemented.  Therefore, to be successful, DSS tools should achieve the goal set by healthcare 

facility and improve the quality of healthcare. However, in order to achieve their purpose of 

improving quality service their implementation must take into account both the technical and 

non-technical factors as highlighted by Picano (2004). 

The existing literature shows that though several advances have been made technically in 

the implementation HISs, but there has been a neglect of the non-technical aspect with may 

affect the information system.  For example, Clinical Decision Support Systems (CDSS) were 

designed to be used by clinicians, patients, and informal caregivers; however there still exist a 

barrier to the adoption CDSS because of clinicians’ lack of motivation partly due to usability 

issues and insufficient of training.  In addition, Eichner and Das (2010) reports that the medical 

knowledge base for which a CDSS system relies on is incomplete, in part because of inadequate 

clinical evidence.  Chaiken (2002) argues that appropriate IT tools that engage physicians by 

respecting their workflow before seeking to improve it are necessary; therefore, the provision of 

clinical information technology tools that engage physicians and help them to utilize evidence-
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based guidelines in their treatment planning is likely to increase patient safety and minimize 

waste of the limited resources available.  Moreover, methodologies are still being designed to 

convert the knowledge base into computable code, and interventions for conveying the 

knowledge to clinicians in a way they can easily use it in practice are in the early stages of 

development.  These problems specially associated with insufficient training of healthcare 

personnel often lead to adverse medical errors. 

Medical Errors and Decision Support Systems 

The healthcare industry has been preoccupied with the desire to minimize adverse 

medical errors caused by human mistakes.  Kreps (2002) observed that adverse medical errors 

distracted the achievement of this important vision.  Many hospitals have purchased clinical IT 

systems in an effort to address the problem of high medical-error rates (Chaiken, 2002).  As a 

result the health care industry has made great progress in identifying sources of medical errors 

and reducing the human source of errors through the implementation of electronic prescribing 

systems, integrated electronic medical records, and expanded clinical decision support systems 

(Lancelot, 2007).  Landro (2013) argues that some healthcare providers are using decision 

support that analyzed the symptoms and other information about patients and therefore assesses 

the likelihood of diagnoses.  The use of DSS can minimize adverse medical errors caused by 

human mistakes by reducing direct human involvement in decision making activities (Elder & 

Hickner, 2005).  Therefore, fewer resources are applied within the hospital context to achieve 

better results and hence attain efficiency. 

Existing literature supports the notion that the use of decision support systems (DSS) can 

help achieve efficiency; especially when resources are used in a manner that they guarantee full 

or maximum outcome (Davison, Martinsons & Kock, 2004).  Hamilton (2003) suggest that the 
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effective combination of clinical decision support with computerized physician order entry 

(CPOE) provides a power tool for stopping medical errors, reducing variability in practice, and 

enhancing the quality and costs of health care.  Lancelot (2007) reports that the success of 

clinical decision support tools depends on the attention given to clinician adoption, usability 

issues, workflow customization, and realistic return-on-investment expectations.  Ash et al 

(2007) in an analysis of 47 CDSS examples found that some unintended consequences of clinical 

decision support systems include difficulty in keeping content current; rigidity of the system; 

alert fatigue; and potential for errors.  A simple feature such as auto-complete, although often 

helpful and time saving, can sometimes be problematic. 

Research Methodology 

The main purpose of this research is to analyze the efficient and effective use of decision 

support tools within the healthcare sector.  The variability of efficiency and effectiveness of 

decision making are a major concern in organizations such as hospitals that the mere presence of 

DSS does not necessarily guarantee success (Hevner, March & Park, 2004).  In his study, 

Hamilton (2003) found that, unless clinical decision support is effectively embedded in a manner 

that fits the doctor's workflow, the computerized physician order entry system will not be 

utilized, and its true benefits will never be realized.  Gostin (2011) argued that due to the 

popularity of DSS, most organizations including those in the health sector have made efforts to 

adopt one form or another.  Regrettably, In the case of DSS, best practices which are critical to 

attain both efficiency and effectiveness have been neglected.  Properly used best practices 

increase the chances of having a successful outcome with the information systems (Bernhardt, 

2010). 
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Model 

The literature shows a causal relationship between the application of best practices in 

DSS and the prevention of adverse medical errors in the health sector.  In other words, the ability 

to reduce adverse medical errors can best be attained if there is an effective and efficient way of 

applying the DSS in the hospitals.  As explained earlier, this relationship does not directly focus 

on the selection of one DSS over the other.  Rather, it looks at the extent to which the DSS was 

implemented and applied in a way that helped achieve intended the purpose. 

 

 

Figure 1.  Conceptual Model of Best Practices in DSS Implementation 

 

In the current study, the relationship shall be explored by first investigating and 

understanding how the DSSs were selected for two different hospitals.  The analysis was 
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conducted this within the framework of where best practices can be employed in implementing 

an information system.  Clegg et al. (1997) stated that an implementation of a new information 

systems results in a complex set of interacting forces.  People and tasks in an organization 

undergo significant change, learning, adaptation and growth in response to the introduction of 

information technology (IT).  Existing literature has established that there are many factors 

influencing the choice of hardware, software, people, and procedures which are the key to the 

successful DSS implementation in an effective health care delivery organization (Kucukyazici et 

al., 2009). 

Data 

The project collected qualitative data from interview sessions held with respondents from 

two hospitals that use two different types of decision systems tools.  Since we used qualitative 

data in in the study, the project follows a qualitative methodology.  As explained by Kumar 

(2005), a qualitative research is one in which the researcher seeks to understand human behavior 

and the factors that influence their behavior.  In the context of the current study, the human 

behavior in question was the approaches used in implementing the types of DSS employed by 

these health facilities.  As part of exploring the approaches to implementation, it was expected 

that the best practices used in the implementation will be identified and analyzed.  The analysis 

of the approaches to implementation is expected to help the researcher make a judgement about 

the effectiveness and efficiency of the systems. 

The qualitative research was not conducted to compare and contrast these two DSSs but 

to find how effectively and efficiently each of them was used for the purpose for which it was 

introduced.  As part of the qualitative research methodology, data was collected through an 

interview and the content analysis was devised to study the outcome of the interview.  An 
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instrument guide was prepared.  This guide had three major divisions, each of which carried one 

key measure.  The first was on the purpose of introducing decision support tools.  The second 

was on the implementation of the tools, and the final measure focused on the outcomes received 

from the tools.  The interview involved the heads of IT department in two different hospitals.  

The first hospital used a clinical DSS known as Archimedes IndiGO whereas the second one 

used DiagnosisOne DSS.  The measures refer to the items to which respondents answer to in a 

typical research (Potter, 2006).  Key themes were set and the answers given by the respondents 

were then compared with prediction from the literature as best practices for implementing DSS.  

The outcome of the analysis was then used to determine whether or not a particular decision 

support tool was effective and efficient for the purpose for which it was used. 

Results 

The interview was conducted with the heads of IT in both hospitals. The first line of 

questions was posed to find the reasons behind the selection of the types of DSS they used at 

their hospitals. Respondent 1 indicated that his hospital used Archimedes IndiGO.  The full 

meaning of IndiGO as used in the context of the DSS was found to be individualized guidelines 

and outcomes.  As a result, it was said to have been implemented to offer customized reporting 

and tracking system on each patient. The Archemides IndiGO functioned based on the 

commercialization of the Archimedes Model.  When each patient’s medical history and record is 

tracked, the health providers are expected to deliver accurate care that addresses the specific 

health needs of patients.  Adverse medical errors were expected to be avoided when using the 

Archimedes IndiGO because patient care and treatments were not expected not to be handled by 

different care users. 
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Table 1. Analysis of the effect of hospital’s DSSs on effectiveness and efficiency 

 Hospital #1 

DSS: Archimedes IndiGO 

Hospital #2 

DSS: DiagnosisOne 
What was the reason for 

selecting the DSS tool they 

are using? 

Archimedes IndiGO was 

implemented to avoid adverse medical 

errors by offering customized 

reporting and tracking system on each 

patient.  

DiagnosisOne was implemented to help 

in minimizing adverse medical errors by 

ensuring that doctors access the most 

accurate and correct information about 

patients during diagnosis so that issues of 

wrong diagnosis can be avoided 

To what extend did the 

hospitals apply the four 

major types of best 

Practices? 

At the hospital using Archimedes 

IndiGO, no independence existed for 

the IT department. So, even though 

the four best practices were in place, 

they were only integrated into the 

larger operationalization of the 

hospital. 

At the hospital using DiagnosisOne, the 

IT department had much independence to 

regulate and monitor the use of the DSS 

by enforcing the four best practices. 

Did the outcomes attained 

with the use of the DSS meet 

the purposes for which it 

was intended? 

Archimedes IndiGO had indeed 

improved the amount of work 

delivered, which show efficiency.  

However, there were some lapses in 

effectiveness. 

DiagnosisOne helped speed up the work 

of diagnosis and doctor interactions with 

patients; Therefore, efficiency was 

guaranteed. Similarly, effectiveness was 

also enhanced because of reduce physical 

involvement of health workers; leading to 

minimal cases of adverse medical errors. 

 

The second hospital used a DSS called DiagnosisOne. This system was used for the 

purpose of offering clinical decision support, order sets, analytics, and public health recording 

and surveillance. Basically, the DiagnosisOne integrates a SmartConsult dashboard which 

stimulates an electronic health record view and updates patient information when a patient is 

seen by the doctor during diagnosis. By implication, DiagnosisOne was implemented to help in 

minimizing adverse medical errors by ensuring that doctors access the most accurate and correct 

information about patients during diagnosis so that issues of wrong diagnosis can be avoided. 

Indeed Smith (2013) observed that wrong diagnosis is the first stage and major factor leading to 

adverse medical error. 

The second line of questions seeks out the extent to which the hospitals applied some of 

the best practices identified in literature when the DSSs were being used.  The interviewees were 

therefore asked about the extent to which they applied four major types of best practices. These 
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included training and development of HIS users, enhanced service user interactivity, constant 

monitoring of HIS outcomes, and effective hospital leadership and managements.  The responses 

gathered showed that even though both hospitals made use of these best practices, the one with 

DiagnosisOne was more particular about these practices.  This was identified as the respondent 

indicated that the hospital had a decentralized organizational structure which ensured that the 

DSS was managed independently from other mainstream duties at the hospital.  Consequently, 

the hospital’s IT department had much independence to regulate and monitor the use of the DSS 

by enforcing the four best practices.  At the hospital using Archimedes IndiGO however, no such 

independence existed for the IT department.  For this reason, even though the four best practices 

were in place, they were only integrated into the larger operationalization of the hospital. In 

effect, DiagnosisOne was used in a more efficient and effective way than Archimedes IndiGO. 

The last line of questions focused on the outcomes attained with the use of the two DSSs 

in relation to the purposes for which they were put in place. As expected, each of the hospitals 

had a feedback system with which employees and patients reported to managers of the decision 

support tools. From the hospital using DiagnosisOne, the overall impression deduced from the 

feedback received from the employees was that the tool was very relevant in helping speed up 

the work of diagnosis and doctor interactions with patients. The employees also expressed that 

their levels of physical involvement with delivery of healthcare was minimized. By implication, 

efficiency was guaranteed with the use of DiagnosisOne because the speed of healthcare delivery 

was enhanced. Similarly, the effectiveness with healthcare delivery was also enhanced leading to 

minimal cases of adverse medical error since the physical involvement of health workers was 

reduced. For the hospital using Archimedes IndiGO, the feedback received showed that the tool 

had indeed improved the volume of work delivered, which was an evidence for efficiency. In 
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terms of effectiveness however, there were some lapses. That is, even though much volume of 

work was added, patients did not really report of experiencing improved outcome with the care 

they received. 

Summary and Conclusion 

The findings deduced above help to draw conclusion on the use of DSS within the 

healthcare sector. First, it can be concluded that the introduction of DSS as part of HIS is needed 

within the healthcare setting. However, different tools may be used to achieve different 

outcomes. This conclusion is made as the hospitals used two different tools when they had the 

need to achieve two different outcomes or purposes. The second conclusion is that DSS may lead 

to both effectiveness and efficiency with the delivery of healthcare. However, the attainment of 

these outcomes is directly determined by the extent to which best practices are adhered to. These 

best practices included training and development of HIS users, enhanced service user 

interactivity, constant monitoring of HIS outcomes, and effective hospital leadership and 

managements. The basis for this conclusion is that when the best practices were holistically 

adhered to because of the independent running of the IT department, it led to the achievement of 

both effectiveness and efficiency with healthcare for the hospital. Because the hospital had a goal 

of minimizing adverse medical error and achieved it, it will be concluded that the null hypothesis 

will be rejected. This is because effective and efficient implementation of DSS has been found to 

minimize adverse medical error. The recommendation that will be made from the study is that 

hospitals should not see it as enough in introducing decision support tools. Rather, they have to 

ensure that best practices that go with the implementations are adhered to.  Future researchers are 

admonished to conduct quantitative research so that the scope of data collection and number of 

respondents included can be increased. 



32 
 

References 

Ash, Joan S., Sittig, Dean F., Campbell, Emily M., Guappone, Kenneth P., and Dykstra, Richard 

(2007). Some Unintended Consequences of Clinical Decision Support Systems, AMIA 

Annu Symp Proc. 2007; 2007: 26–30. 

Berner, E.S., Detmer, D.E., & Simborg, D., (2005) Will the Wave Finally Break? A Brief View 

of the Adoption of Electronic Medical Records in the United States.  JAMIA, 12(1), 3-7. 

Bernhardt, J.M., (2010). Health Education and the Digital Divide: Building Bridges and Filling 

Chasms. Health Education Research, 15(2), 527-31. 

Chaiken, Barry P., (2002).  Choosing Clinical IT Tools That Matter for Physicians. Health 

Management Technology; September 2002, Vol. 23 Issue 9, p20-22, 3p 

Clegg, C., Axtell, C., Damodaran, L., et al.  (1997). Information technology:  a study of 

performance and the role of human and organizational factors. Ergonomics, 40(9), 851-

871.   

Das M, and Eichner J. (2010) Challenges and Barriers to Clinical Decision Support (CDS) 

Design and Implementation Experienced in the Agency for Healthcare Research and 

Quality CDS Demonstrations (Prepared for the AHRQ National Resource Center for 

Health Information Technology under Contract No. 290-04-0016.) AHRQ Publication 

No. 10-0064-EF. Rockville, MD: Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality. Online 

at: 

https://healthit.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/docs/page/CDS_challenges_and_barriers.pdf 

Davison, R.M., Martinsons, M.G., & Kock, N., (2004). Principles of Canonical Action Research. 

Information Systems Journal, 14, 65-86. 

javascript:__doLinkPostBack('','ss~~AU%20%22Chaiken%2C%20Barry%20P.%22%7C%7Csl~~rl','');
javascript:__doLinkPostBack('','mdb~~bft%7C%7Cjdb~~bftjnh%7C%7Css~~JN%20%22Health%20Management%20Technology%22%7C%7Csl~~jh','');
javascript:__doLinkPostBack('','mdb~~bft%7C%7Cjdb~~bftjnh%7C%7Css~~JN%20%22Health%20Management%20Technology%22%7C%7Csl~~jh','');
https://healthit.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/docs/page/CDS_challenges_and_barriers.pdf


33 
 

Deshmukh, P. & Croasdell, D., (2011). HIPPA: Privacy and Security in Healthcare Networks. 

Information Ethics: Privacy and Intellectual Property. Hershey, PA: Information Science 

Publishing 

Elder, N.C., & Hickner, J., (2005). Missing Clinical Information: The System is Down. JAMA, 

293(5), 5. 

Eysenbach, G., Powell, J., Kuss, O., & Eun-Ryoung, S., (2012). Empirical Studies Assessing the 

Quality of Health Information for Consumers on the World Wide Web. JAMA, 287(20), 

46-67. 

Gostin, G.L., (2011). Health Information: Reconciling Personal Privacy with the Public Good of 

Human Health. Health Care Analysis, 9, 321-335. 

Hamilton, Rodney M. (2003).  Valuable Clinical Decision Support Integrates with Physician's 

Workflow.  Managed Healthcare Executive; December 2003, Vol. 13 Issue 12, p40-41, 

2p. 

Hevner, A.R., March, S.T., & Park, J., (2004) Design Science in Information Systems Research, 

MISQ, 28(1), 75-105. 

Kaplan, B. (2014). Evaluating Informatics Applications, IJMIA, 64, 39-56.  

Klein, H.K., & Hirschheim, R., (2011) Choosing between Competing Design Ideals in 

Information Systems Development, Information Systems Frontiers, 3(1), 39-44. 

Kohli, R., & Kettinger, W.J., (2004). Informing the Clan: Controlling Physicians’ Costs and 

Outcomes. MISQ, 28(3), 363-394.  

Kreps, G.L., (2002). Enhancing Access to Relevant Health Information. Shaping the Network 

Society: Patterns for Participation, Action, and Change. CPSR, Palo Alto, CA. 

javascript:__doLinkPostBack('','ss~~AU%20%22Hamilton%2C%20Rodney%20M.%22%7C%7Csl~~rl','');
javascript:__doLinkPostBack('','mdb~~bft%7C%7Cjdb~~bftjnh%7C%7Css~~JN%20%22Managed%20Healthcare%20Executive%22%7C%7Csl~~jh','');


34 
 

Kucukyazici, B., Keshavjee, K., Bosomworth, J., Copen, J. and Lai, J. (2009). Best Practices for 

Implementing Electronic Health Records and Information Systems. Human, Social, and 

Organizational Aspects of Health Information Systems. 994-1013. 10.4018/978-1-60566-

988-5, ch063. 

Kumar, R.  (2005). Research methodology: A step-by-step guide for beginners.  London: Sage 

Lancelot, J. F. (2007). Patient Safety: Is Technology Enough? Health Management Technology; 

December 2007, Vol. 28 Issue 12, p44-43, 2p 

Landro, L. (2013). The biggest mistake doctors make. Wall street journal - eastern edition; 

11/18/2013, vol. 262 issue 119, pr1-r2, 2p, 2 

Lindgren, R., Henfridsson, O., & Schultze, U., (2004). Design Principles for Competence 

Management Systems: A Synthesis of Action Research Study. MISQ, 28(3), 435-472. 

Markus, M.L, Majchrzak, A., & Gasser, L., (2012). A Design Theory for Systems That Support 

Emergent Knowledge Processes. MISQ, 26(3), 179-212. 

Oddo, A.R. (2011). Healthcare Ethics: A Patient-Centered Decision Model. Journal of Business 

Ethics, 29(1). 125134. 

Picano, E. (2004). Informed Consent and Communication of Risk from Radiological and Nuclear 

Medicine Examinations: How to Escape from a Communication Inferno. BMJ, 32(9), 

849-851. 

Potter, S. (2006).  Doing postgraduate research, 2nd ed.  London: Sage. 

Roscam A. H. (2000) Internet, the Patient and the Right for Health. European Journal of Health 

Law, 7, 221-228. 

javascript:__doLinkPostBack('','ss~~AU%20%22Lancelot%2C%20J.%20F.%22%7C%7Csl~~rl','');
javascript:__doLinkPostBack('','mdb~~bft%7C%7Cjdb~~bftjnh%7C%7Css~~JN%20%22Health%20Management%20Technology%22%7C%7Csl~~jh','');
javascript:__doLinkPostBack('','ss~~AU%20%22LANDRO%2C%20LAURA%22%7C%7Csl~~rl','');
javascript:__doLinkPostBack('','mdb~~bft%7C%7Cjdb~~bftjnh%7C%7Css~~JN%20%22Wall%20Street%20Journal%20-%20Eastern%20Edition%22%7C%7Csl~~jh','');


35 
 

Ross, S.E. and Lin, C., (2003). The Effects of Promoting Patient Access to Medical Records: A 

Review. JAMIA, 10, 78-90. 

Rothman, D.J., (2011). The Origins and Consequences of Patient Autonomy: A 25 Year 

Perspective. Health Care Analysis, 9, 255-264. 

Smith, R. (2013). Closing the Digital Divide. BMJ, 326(238), 12-43. 

  



36 
 

Author Information 

 

Aurore J. Kamssu 

Professor of Business Information Systems 

Tennessee State University 

330 10th Ave. North 

Nashville, TN 37203 

(615) 963-7205 

akamssu@tnstate.edu 

(Corresponding Author) 

 

Jeffrey S. Siekpe 

Professor of Business Information Systems 

Tennessee State University 

(615) 963-7132 

jsiekpe@tnstate.edu 

 

Olawale Adeyemo 

Graduate Student 

Department of Business Information Systems 

Tennessee State University 

oadeyemo@changehealthcare.com 

 

3854/3289 Words 

 
Dr. Aurore J. Kamssu is a Professor of Business Information Systems at Tennessee State 

University.  She obtained a Ph.D. in Management Information Systems from The University of 

Mississippi, a Masters in Economics from The University of Kansas.  She is the Vice-President of 

Achsah Aid Foundation, a charitable organization devoted to improving the lives of the very poor 

in underdeveloped countries. 

Dr. Jeffrey S. Siekpe is a Professor and the Chair of the Department of Business Information 

Systems at Tennessee State University.  He obtained a Ph.D. in Management Information Systems 

from The University of Texas Pan-American.  He is the author of many research articles and papers 

that have appeared in leading journals and conference proceedings. 

Olawale Adeyemoe is a graduate student in the Department of Business Information Systems at 

Tennessee State University.  He is working toward the Master’s in Business administration with 

the concentration in Management Information Systems.  He is planning to pursue his Ph.D. after 

obtaining his Master. 

Paper Presented at the 2017 ABIS – FBD-Conference in Little Rock Arkansas.  

 

 

 



37 
 

EMPLOYERS’ EXPECTATIONS OF COLLEGE GRADUATES SPECIFICALLY 

RELATED TO CYBER BUSINESS LAW 

 

Dr. Carmella Parker, Northwestern State University 

Dr. Margaret Kilcoyne, Northwestern State University 

Dr. Eddie Horton, Northwestern State University 

Mr. Curtis Penrod, Northwestern State University 

 

Abstract 

 Faculty at the researchers’ institution included a Cyber Business Law course as a 

mandatory component of the Computer Information Systems curriculum approximately five 

years ago.  With high employer interest in the area and a need for more information regarding the 

most important topics to cover, faculty and administrators conducted a survey of industry 

partners and alumni.  This study includes a discussion of the survey, its results, and a description 

of the cyber law topics identified as the most important topics to cover in the Cyber Business 

Law class. 

Keywords:  Cyber law, industry feedback, alumni feedback  

Introduction 

 Effective Fall 2011, students enrolled in the BS in Computer Information Systems (CIS) 

program at a regional, public four-year institution were required to take Business Administration 

3280 (BUAD3280) – Cyber Business Law.  The prerequisite for the course are the following:  

Junior standing and the student must have taken Business Administration (BUAD2200) - 

Business Reports and Communications.  The current primary objectives of the course are to 

identify legal aspects of owning and operating a business online including, but not limited to, 

contracts, e-commerce, domain name rights, click wraps, browse wraps, privacy, and taxes.  

Other legal aspects include determining issues revolving around maintaining, securing, and 

protecting private data; reviewing intellectual property rights and online jurisdictional issues;  
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and examining national and international implications of digital business.  The current instructor, 

who began teaching in 2014-2015, uses this class to educate Computer Information Systems 

(CIS) majors, as well as other majors who take the class, about legal issues, so they have a 

stronger legal knowledge and are stronger partners to an organization’s legal team.  Within the 

School of Business, Accounting and Business Administration majors can use the class as an 

elective option.  The class is a mandatory class for CIS majors. 

 This class represents the only class pertaining directly to legal issues required by the 

Computer Information Systems degree program.  The Computer Information Systems degree 

consists of 120 credit hours that includes general education courses, business courses, and 

information systems courses.  Graduates of the program should understand many of the business 

concepts associated with an organization.  In addition to the Cyber Law course, students take 

Accounting, Business Communication, Economics, Finance, International Business, 

Management, Marketing, and Statistics courses to understand these business concepts.  In regard 

to information systems courses, students take a shared set of courses involving software 

development, hardware and network essentials, database systems, web page development, and 

systems analysis and design.  Student also choose from concentrations in application 

development, web development, core programming, and networking and security management to 

gain in-depth knowledge within a particular area.  Regardless of the concentration students 

choose, the students need to understand how legal issues affect their job.  For example, in 

application development, students need to understand the extent to which intellectual property 

law protects their developed products.  Students need to understand current cyber law issues as 

well as new and developing legal issues within the technology realm. 
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 In the Cyber Law course, students are exposed to not only the topics in the textbook, but 

they are also challenged to critically think about current news events such as the Equifax hacking 

scandal, Apple unlocking of a cell phone, and Volkswagen’s emission testing challenged 

software.  Students are encouraged to apply the concepts presented in the textbook to these issues 

to provide answers as to what would they do in their “mock” companies that they are required to 

create.  Students must navigate through the topics to ensure that they understand the material to 

craft an intellectual property plan that will hopefully protect their proprietary assets.   

 The students accomplish this task in series of three mini-groups, and then a major group 

project.  The mini-groups are given as the students are initially learning the topics.  After the 

completion of the mini-projects, the instructor then wipes out the intellectual property with an 

unforeseen scenario.  These scenarios can range from the following:  Unscrupulous third-party 

beta testers could steal their trade secret and patent it as their own, an unwary intern could 

unwittingly leave an unprotected device a coffee shop, or the team could be hacked by an 

anonymous group that demands $100 million dollars in Bitcoins.  No matter what situation the 

instructor selects, the results are that the students must start again with the benefit of previous 

exposure to the information.  After the major group project is completed, or after the instructor 

has assigned it, the instructors assign the students an individual project that allows the students to 

demonstrate their knowledge of the topics.  It is this assignment where the students must clearly 

articulate the concepts by themselves.  This assignment provides the instructor with the ability to 

determine that the individual student and not a few “strong” classmates worked on the project.  

Specifically, the assignment reinforces to the student that he or she must go into the workforce, 

and stand on his or her own.   
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Reflecting the importance of cyber law, industry partners have conveyed much interest in 

the class and its potential ramifications for business.  However, while these conversations have 

been helpful, the School of Business faculty had not conducted a concerted effort to determine 

the industry partner’s exact needs.  Additionally, while some academic literature (Nathenson, 

2012) does exist regarding the teaching of Cyber Business Law, scholars can enhance the 

literature in this area through a descriptive study of the topics needed in the class.  Thus, School 

of Business faculty created a survey in SurveyMonkey to gather information from industry 

partners and alumni working in the field.  This papers includes the results of that survey so 

current Cyber Business Law practitioners can obtain more information about what existing 

industry practitioners actually consider important in the field.  

Literature Review 

 Legal scholars define cyber law as law that relates to the use of computers, activities, and 

transactions conducted over the Internet, as well as the communication of information and ideas 

across the Internet (US Legal, 2016). Cyber business law is a constantly changing and evolving 

area of law. Because of the nature of technology and communication, cybercrimes often happen 

across state or even international borders.  

 Cyber law is an interesting mixture of both law and technology. This mixture puts two 

institutions almost at odds: the fast moving body of technology and the slower more sure-footed 

movement of law. Because technology often changes at a high rate of speed, law must 

sometimes catch up to new technologies and new ideas. It is in this area where many companies 

fall short, in that they include only law or information technology in the governance of cyber 

policies, but not both (Mills, 2016). 
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 One method to help companies deal with this issue is to ensure schools are teaching those 

skills needed to ensure future information technology employees are prepared with the skills 

necessary to both understand cyber law and combat cybercrime for their respective employees. 

The literature reveals that not only do CIOs expect cybercrimes to increase, but also most CIOs 

find IT workers in general lacking in security skills (McDonald, 2016). 

 Law firms are finding higher need for the services of cyber-law and security experts (Van 

Tassel & Gallucci-White, 2017).  Last year alone the US faced 1,093 known data breaches. 

Companies need experts to stop these types of attacks as do attorneys that prepare litigation 

when these attacks happen.  The lack of qualified cyber-security experts can be very detrimental 

to the bottom line of a company (Frenkel, 2016). Scholars have provided estimates that an 

organization without any full-time security experts can expect to pay on average three time more 

to recover from a data breach. In a survey of 5,000 companies, 48% reported a shortage of cyber-

security talent and 46% reported a demand growth for qualified experts. 

 Wilk (2016) describes the IEEE and ACM initiatives to include cyber law education as a 

component of computer science and computer information systems programs. Both Computer 

Engineering (CE) and Computer Science (CS) had suggested curricula updates in 2016 to 

include some focus on cyber law, ethics, and other legal issues. The current suggestion is that 

both programs contain 20 core hours in “Professional Practice”. This core should include 

computer ethics, the legal process, basic law concepts, intellectual property, personal rights and 

property, computer crime, and national and international cybersecurity. 

 Research in other areas, such as in health care education, shows evidence that discussions 

with industry can help close this gap (Camacho, 2015). While not only does this gap produce 
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graduates who are not completely ready for the workforce, it also leads to a position where a 

company may find itself open to cyber-attack (Rafferty, 2016).  

 An understanding of cyber law as it relates to an international setting is quickly becoming 

critical knowledge for businesses (Radziwill-Širjajev, 2014). Increasingly companies and 

countries turn to cyber terrorism to gain market edge. While the United Nations has attempted to 

establish some international laws to combat this, significant holes in these attempts exist. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this pilot, exploratory, descriptive study was to ensure the instructor of 

the course covers the most important topics in the Cyber Business Law course based on feedback 

from industry partners and alumni.  As the instructor designed the course to ensure students 

understand the legal aspects of the information systems fields, the current instructor wished to 

ensure the most relevant topics are part of the class.  The survey results satisfied the need for 

more information regarding topics covered in the class.  This survey represented a first step in 

determining proper Cyber Business Law content. 

Methodology 

To gather the needed information, faculty created an electronic survey using Survey 

Monkey.  The survey instrument consisted of five questions as well as an optional sixth question 

where a respondent could enter his or her contact information in order to receive the results of 

the survey.  Three of the questions provided basic information about the respondents’ 

organization type, organization size, and location.  The main survey question asked the 

respondents to rank the importance of various aspects of cyber law.  The twelve aspects of cyber 

business law included in the survey are as follows: 

• Intellectual property in digital business 
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• Digital contract fundamentals 

• Open source 

• Development and consulting 

• Business information technology and software, including licensing and distribution 

• Web and Internet agreements 

• Standards for legal strategies for software, digital products, and communications 

• Clearance of content 

• Web and mobile deals 

• Video game deals 

• International distribution 

• Legal affairs and management 

The final remaining question provided an opportunity to respondents to answer an open-

ended question regarding other cyber law topics not covered in the main survey question.  

Appendix A contains a copy of this survey. 

The assistant professor responsible for teaching Business Administration 3280 – Cyber 

Business Law created this survey.  The assistant professor used the class textbook (Landy, 2008) 

and knowledge of the current legal field to identify twelve key cyber legal topics.  These twelve 

cyber legal topics were the topics presented to respondents to rank in importance. 

The researchers sent the survey to industry partners, which included advisory board 

members as well as alumni of the Computer Information Systems program if valid contact 

information was available.  The researchers then used a combination of descriptive statistics and 

Chi Square to analyze and present the results of this survey. 

Results 
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 A total of 28 industry partners and CIS alumni responded to the survey.  Respondents 

represented a number of different types of organizations with the majority of respondents 

working in business/industry (n=17) and smaller numbers working in the public sector (n=2), 

governmental sector (n=2), non-profit sector (n=2), educational sector (n=1), and other sectors 

(n=3).  These respondents also primarily worked in larger cities with populations of more than 

50,000 (n=21) although a few respondents worked in very small cities (n=2), small cities (n=2), 

and medium cities (n=3).  In regards to the size of their organizations, most respondents worked 

at organization with more than 20 employees (n=21) with the remainder working at 

organizations with 1 to 10 employees (n=2) or 11 to 20 employees (n=3). 

 While the CIS program is located at an institute of higher education in a rural location, 

many of its students leave the area to work in larger cities at larger companies.  While the city in 

which the university is located has a population of less than 25,000, numerous larger cities with 

technology companies are located within four to five hours of the campus.  Additionally, 

students attend the online portion of the degree program from around the country.  Thus, the 

above-described demographics represent a reasonable sample of the organization.  Respondents 

replied from five different states and from both large organizations and small organizations.  

Some of the organizations are Fortune 500 companies while other organizations are small, 

owner-operated businesses with very few employees.     

 Table 1 shows the breakdown of how the respondents rated the importance of each of the 

twelve aspects of cyber law.  Please note the percentages in these rows may not add to one 

hundred percent as the calculation consisted of the full sample size of 28.  This difference was 

attributable to respondents skipping certain questions.  Researchers could have undertaken an 

analysis of these results in different ways, but the researchers chose to focus on the highest 



45 
 

percentages after combining categories.  The four aspects of cyber business law with the highest 

combined percentage of extremely important and very important responses were as follows:    

• Legal affairs and management (n=19, 67.9%) 

• Business IT and software, including licensing and distribution (n=19, 67.9%) 

• Intellectual property in digital business (n=18, 64.3%) 

• Digital contract fundamentals (n=18, 64.3%) 

 The four aspects of cyber business law with the highest combined percentage of 

extremely important, very important, and important responses were as follows: 

• Business IT and software, including licensing and distribution (n=26, 92.9%) 

• Development and consulting (n=25, 89.3%) 

• Web and internet agreements (n=24, 85.7%) 

• Standards for legal strategies for software, digital products, and communications 

(n=24, 85.7%) 

 To add additional statistical knowledge, the researchers conducted a one-sample Chi 

Square test with the null hypothesis that all categories within each topic area occurred with equal 

probabilities.  Significance was set at the .05 level. Based on this significance, the researchers 

rejected the null hypotheses for open source; development and consulting; business IT software, 

including licensing and distribution; Web and mobile deals; and legal affairs and management. 

 Respondents also provided useful information via the open-ended question.  The 

respondents raised two primary points regarding additional topics.  The first area was the Health 

Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA).  The respondents raised the importance 

of this act as a number of alumni work in information technology in the healthcare industry.  

HIPAA had a great impact on this area due to its guidance on electronic medical and health 
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records.  The respondents also added a greater need to discuss cybersecurity protocols and 

liability.  As can be seen in the news on a daily basis, the need for cybersecurity discussion has 

been a need for many organizations for quite a while.   

Table 1.  Respondents Breakdown 

Answer Options 

Extremely 

important 

Very 

important Important 

Somewhat 

important Unimportant 

Not 

Applicable 

Intellectual 

Property in Digital 

Business 

29% 36% 14% 14% 0% 7% 

Digital Contract 

Fundamentals 
29% 36% 18% 14% 0% 4% 

Open Source 14% 18% 43% 4% 4% 7% 

Development and 

Consulting 
25% 18% 46% 7% 0% 4% 

Business IT and 

Software, 

including 

Licensing and 

Distribution 

46% 21% 25% 4% 0% 4% 

Web and Internet 

Agreements 
29% 29% 29% 11% 0% 4% 

Standards for legal 

strategies for 

software, digital 

products, and 

communications 

32% 21% 32% 7% 0% 7% 

Clearance of 

content 
25% 29% 25% 14% 0% 4% 

Web and Mobile 

Deals 
18% 18% 39% 11% 4% 11% 

Video Game Deals 7% 11% 14% 25% 11% 32% 

International 

Distribution 
25% 7% 36% 14% 0% 18% 

Legal Affairs and 

Management 
36% 32% 14% 11% 4% 4% 

Other 11% 0% 4% 0% 0% 14% 
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Discussion and Future Considerations 

 Based on the statistics described above, the respondents identified the following topics as 

the most important aspects of cyber business law: 

• Legal affairs and management 

• Business IT and software, including licensing and distribution 

• Intellectual property in digital business 

• Digital contract fundamentals 

• Development and consulting 

• Web and internet agreements 

• Standards for legal strategies for software, digital products, and communications 

 Given the importance of these areas, the instructor of the Cyber Business Law course 

decided to ensure the class reviews these areas carefully.  The instructor will also take into 

consideration the lesser importance given to open source, clearance of content, web and mobile 

deals, video game deals, and international distribution.  Additionally, the results from the open-

ended question provided guidance to the instructor as well.  The instructor can discuss HIPAA as 

part of the Cyber Business Law class.  In regard to cyber security, students seeking a BS in 

Computer Information Systems are required to take either CIS 3970 (Secure Programming 

Principles) or CIS 3980 (Introduction to Information Security).  In addition, students can take, 

but depending on the student’s concentration are not required to take, courses such as CIS 3410 

(Certified Ethical Hacking) and CIS 4040 (Cyber Forensics).  Given these courses are computer 

information systems courses, the instructors of these courses do focus on many of the technical 

aspects of cyber security.  In addition, the instructors also cover many of the sociological and 

psychological aspects of cyber security.  Students do learn the importance of policies and 
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procedures as it relates to security protocols.  Thus, these students receive a review of some 

cybersecurity protocols in other classes outside of the Cyber Business Law class although the 

instructors of those classes do not focus not purely on the legal aspects of cyber security.  Given 

this cyber security gap as well as the possible development of a Cyber Security concentration, 

the computer information systems faculty members as well as the instructor of the Cyber 

Business Law class will continue discussing the best ways to implement security and privacy 

components throughout the curriculum. 

 While this study provided a beginning, exploratory examination of the importance of 

Cyber Business Law topics could provide additional insights in this area.  Due to the limited 

number of responses and their concentration in a few areas within certain sectors, geographic 

locations, and workforce sizes, the results of this survey might not be generalizable to other 

educational settings.  Future scholars could add insights into this area by broadening the 

participation in the survey and having a wider range of responses.  Additionally, scholars could 

undertake qualitative interviews to gain deeper insights into various aspects of cyber business 

law.      

Conclusion 

 Many organizations consider the area of Cyber Business Law to be of increasing 

importance to many organizations (Taylor, McWilliam, Gresty, & Hanneghan, 2005).  Due to 

this increased importance, the researchers conducted a survey to determine the aspects of most 

importance to industry partners and alumni working in industry.  Based on the results of this 

survey, the researchers identified the areas ranked as the most important and the instructor of the 

course can make changes to the topics covered in the class as well as the depth of coverage for 

each topic.  Additional studies can compare in greater depth the difference between what 
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instructors currently teach and what do industry partners consider important.  Additionally, 

further studies might seek to expand the number of respondents to gain further insight into the 

importance of Cyber Law topics. 
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Appendix A 

Cyber Law Related Skills: Business and Industry’s Perceptions of Job Skills Needed by Graduates 

To prepare our students adequately for the field of computer information systems (CIS) as it relates to 

cyber legal issues, your feedback is very important. Please take a few minutes to complete our survey 

which is designed as an informational, assessment tool for the School of Business. 

 

1. For newly hired CIS graduates how IMPORTANT are each of the following cyber legal topics to 

your business: 

 

  
Extremely 

important 

Very 

important 
Important 

Somewhat 

important 
Unimportant 

Not 

Applicable 

Intellectual 

Property in Digital 

Business 

            

Digital Contract 

Fundamentals 
            

Open Source             

Development and 

Consulting 
            

Business IT and 

Software, including 

Licensing and 

Distribution 

            

Web and Internet 

Agreements 
            

Standards for legal 

strategies for 

software, digital 

products, and 

communications 

            

Clearance of 

content 
            

Web and Mobile 

Deals 
            

Video Game Deals             

International 

Distribution 
            

Legal Affairs and 

Management 
            

Other (please rate 

& specify in area 

on the next page) 
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Other (please specify): 

 

 

 

2. Are there any other cyber law topics that you believe are important to your business that you 

believe should be taught? 

 

3. What type of company/organization are you? (Check only one) 

Public 

Business/industry 

Educational 

Government 

Non Profit 

Other (please specify): 

 

4. What is the city’s population where your office is located? (Check only one) 

 

Very Small city (less than 5,000) 

Small city (5,000 to 25,000) 

Medium city (25,001 to 50,000) 

Large city (50,001 or more) 

 

5. What size of your business/organization? 

 

Small (1-10 employees) 

Medium (11-20 employees) 

Large (21 or more employees) 

 

6. Thank you participating in this study. 

 

If you would like a copy of this survey, please complete the contact information form: 

 

Name: 

Company: 

Address: 

Address 2: 

City/Town: 

State: 

ZIP: 

Country: 

Email Address: 

Phone Number: 
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Abstract 

National and State of Louisiana statistics reflect strong opportunities in data analytics 

through 2024.  A challenge to educators is balancing the broad range of topics, such as statistics, 

math modeling, data management, computer programming, accounting, and marketing, which 

must be addressed in data analytics courses to provide students with an effective skill set in this 

area.  This paper discusses the evolution of a first course in data analytics at one of the 

universities within the University of Louisiana System.  One of the numerous challenges in 

designing a course is selection of software for data analytics.  The instructor incorporated 

Tableau data analytics software into the second version of the course, and student feedback 

concerning that specific software is shared within this manuscript. 

Key Words:  data analytics, course design, CIS curriculum 

Introduction 

Today’s computer information systems educators will reflect that the term data analytics 

is a popular one in both information systems literature and business literature.  Companies 

continue to seek solutions for their data warehousing, data integration, and predictive analytics.  

In solving their data analytics needs, organizations must address everything from initial needs 

assessment to defining user requirements, evaluating and selecting products or services, and 

implementing analytics initiatives.  The task for information systems educators is determining 

what curriculum changes need to be made to best prepare today’s information systems and 
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business students with the skills for positions in companies in the age of data analytics.  Careful 

research, planning, and design must take place, even when the changes are as minor as the 

addition of one or two required or elective courses in data analytics.   

Demand for Business Analytic Skills 

Government employment projections often provide helpful insight for faculty considering 

curriculum changes in universities.  Tables 1 and 2 contain government projections related to 

Business Analytic skills.  Table 1 shows projections on the national level, and Table 2 shows 

similar data provided by the State of Louisiana.  In both cases, the outlook is the highest level 

possible (“Much faster growth than average” rating by the US Department of Labor and 5/5 stars 

by the LA Workforce Commission).  With such a high level of demand growth predicted, 

Colleges of Business, especially those with Computer Information Systems programs, are wise to 

accept the imperative to provide their students with the knowledge and skills necessary for their 

alumni to qualify for such positions.  

Table 1.  US Department of Labor: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Demand for Business 

Analytics 

 

Occupational 

Title 

2015 

Median 

Annual 

Pay 

 

Education 

Required 

 

Employment 

2014 

Projected 

Employment 

2024 

Change, 2014-24 
 

 

Outlook Percent Numeric 

Management 

Analysts 
$81,320  Bachelor's 758,000 861,400 14% 103,400 

Much 

faster 

growth 

than 

average. 

Market 

Research 

Analysts 

$62,150  Bachelor's 495,500 587,800 19% 92,300 

Much 

faster 

growth 

than 

average. 

        
 

Source:  Reformatted from US Department of Labor: Bureau of Labor Statistics: Occupational Outlook Handbook 

http://www.bls.gov/ooh/business-and-financial/market-research-analysts.htm 

http://www.bls.gov/ooh/business-and-financial/management-analysts.htm 

 

 

http://www.bls.gov/ooh/business-and-financial/market-research-analysts.htm
http://www.bls.gov/ooh/business-and-financial/management-analysts.htm
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Table 2. State of LA: Louisiana Workforce Commission’s Occupation Outlook Demand for 

Data Analytics 

Occupational 

Title 

2015 

Average 

Annual 

Pay 

Education 

Required 

Employment 

2014 

Projected 

Employment 

2024 

Change, 2014-24 

Outlook Percent Numeric 

Management 

Analysts 
$72,695 Bachelor’s 3,680 4,200 14% 520 

5/5 stars 

Market 

Research 

Analysts 

$51,526 Bachelor’s 1,900 2,300 21% 400 
5/5 stars 

 

Source:  Reformatted from State of Louisiana: Louisiana Workforce Commission's Employment Projections: Long-

term Occupational Projections for All Occupations to 2024 

http://www.laworks.net/LaborMarketInfo/LMI_OccAllProj.asp?years=20142024 

 

Challenges of Teaching Data Analytics as Identified in the Literature 

The greatest challenge of teaching data analytics is covering its broad range of 

interdisciplinary topics (Schoenherr & Speier-Pero, 2015), which can include statistics, math 

modeling, data management, computer programming, accounting, marketing, and consumer 

ethics (Henry & Venkatraman, 2015). Bringing these skills together in one class is difficult for 

instructors, and even more so for students. Properly covering all these topics can take an entire 

degree program, so a single, stand-alone class must by default be something of a compromise 

(McClure et al, 2008). 

Data analytics is still a relatively new topic in the business curriculum, and finding 

appropriate teaching materials, such as textbooks, tools, and software, can be difficult (Liu, 

2016). There is general agreement, for instance, that an important part of any data analytics 

course are projects based on actual case studies which use large sets of both structured and 

unstructured data (Henry & Venkatraman, 2015; Cavazos et al, 2014; Aasheim & Williams, 

2015). However, these can be expensive or difficult to use in a classroom setting (Goh & Sun, 

2015). If necessary, structured data can be collected from public sources such as the census 

http://www.laworks.net/LaborMarketInfo/LMI_OccAllProj.asp?years=20142024
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bureau or major league baseball (Meyer, 2016), and unstructured data can be obtained from web-

based social media sites (Goh & Sun, 2015).  

Several software tools are available, and the instructor must decide whether to use easy-

to-master packages such as Excel or Matlab, or more sophisticated products such as Microsoft 

SQL server, Rapid Miner, or R (Liu, 2016). Again, there are trade-offs. Some instructors believe 

that spreadsheets are not powerful enough to manage realistic data sets (Meyer, 2016), but if 

students have little or no programming background, they may be unprepared to use more 

advanced software.  Another popular tool is visualization software. Products such as Tableau or 

Orange can help students learn how to interpret data by graphically highlighting its salient 

properties and patterns (Warner, 2013). Such visualizations help students understand what the 

data models signify and how to apply this knowledge to business goals. 

Perhaps the most important, and most difficult, decision will be how to integrate 

quantitative analysis into the course (McClure et al, 2008). Business students may come to the 

class having taken only calculus and business statistics, yet the syllabus covers data modeling, 

regression, classification, and clustering (Aasheim & Williams, 2015; Chaojiang et al, 2015). Liu 

(2016) suggests that the instructor get an early indication of where students are, be prepared to 

adjust the pace of class as needed, and even to review basic topics if necessary. 

However, data analytics is much more than math. One danger of focusing on “number 

crunching” and modeling techniques is that they may overshadow the equally important non-

technical aspects (Warner, 2013). Critical thinking skills related to communication, psychology, 

and business are also necessary to interpret and utilize information mined from data. One way 

instructors can promote these skills is by having students formally present their project results in 

class (Goh & Sun, 2015; Liu, 2016).  
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Given the significant opportunities in data analytics for bachelor’s degree graduates 

through 2024, data analytics courses are undoubtedly growing within universities across the 

country.  Warner’s study (2013) reported that compared to 2010, 40% of professors reported 

having increased offerings of Business Intelligence and Business Analytics within just a two- to 

three-year period.  Faculty will be challenged to design courses with effective content so that 

graduates will be ready with the skill set business and industry are looking for in this area.  

Data Analytics in University of Louisiana Schools 

How are schools within the University of Louisiana System meeting the demand for 

graduates with data analytics skills?  Colleges of Business certainly recognize the need to 

integrate more data analytics skills within their curricula, and Warner reports (2013) it is 

common for colleges to require quantitative analysis courses of all business students.  Warner 

does observe that the topics may be within a course or embedded within a variety of courses; 

curricula address content such as data mining and predictive analytics, statistics, and modeling.  

More and more, business schools are also offering additional courses above and beyond the basic 

minimum requirement to allow their students to develop more depth of skill in this important 

area (Warner, 2013).  However, in the University of Louisiana system, it is rare to find degree 

programs which allow students a major or concentration in this new and upcoming area of 

importance.  Of the nine universities in the system, only three have analytics programs (full 

majors or concentrations) listed in their 2016 catalog:  Louisiana Tech University, Northwestern 

State University, and University of Louisiana at Lafayette.  Louisiana Tech offers Analytics 

concentrations within their Business Administration and Marketing majors.  The University of 

Louisiana at Lafayette offers an Informatics major with a concentration in Business, although a 

different college within the university (not the college of business) offers the Informatics 
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program.  Finally, although Northwestern State University does not offer a bachelor’s Degree 

with an Analytics focus, it does offer an opportunity for students who have already graduated 

with a Baccalaureate Degree to return to campus to work on a Certificate in Business Analytics.  

Table 3 below presents an overview of data analytics programs of the nine schools within the 

University of Louisiana System. 

Table 3.  Status of Data Analytics Majors and Concentrations in University of Louisiana System 

Schools in 2016 

Univ. of Louisiana System Schools Academic Programs Focused on Business Analytics 

Grambling State University None 

Louisiana Tech University 

Business Administration Major--Quantitative Analysis 

Concentration; Marketing Major--Marketing Analytics 

Concentration 

McNeese State University None 

Nicholls State University None 

Northwestern State University Post Baccalaureate Certificate in Business Analytics 

Southeastern Louisiana University None 

University of Louisiana at Lafayette Informatics Major, Business Concentration 

University of Louisiana at Monroe None 

University of New Orleans None 

 

While Table 3 shows that only three University of Louisiana System schools are offering 

complete majors or concentrations in data analytics, it is likely that at least some of the 

remaining six schools without a major or concentration do offer at least one or more data 

analytics courses.  The following section of this paper address how the first specific data 

analytics course at the authors’ institution has evolved and describes the current content and 

structure of the course. 
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The Evolution of a Course in Business Data Analytics 

In 2015 the Computer Information Systems department head approached one of the 

authors and requested that she teach a Special Topics class in Data Analytics.  After agreeing to 

teach the course, Author A located a textbook for the course – Donnelly’s Business Analytics, 2nd 

edition.  The paragraphs below describe the first version of that resulting course. 

The First Version of the Course 

The first offering of the course occurred during the fall 2015 semester.  The pre-requisite 

for the course was QBA 283, Business Statistics II.  The instructor designed the course to have 

concepts presented in class followed by discussion of the concepts and suggested out-of-class 

review work.  The course content would cover eleven chapters of the selected text.  Student 

assessment consisted of four exams and a comprehensive final.  In addition, the students were to 

submit their evaluation of three case studies.   

However, as the course progressed, the students did not have the needed statistical 

foundation, nor the Excel skills desired to complete the suggested assignments.  After the first 

exam, which was about 4 weeks into the course, the instructor decided to change the approach to 

the class.  Instead of the suggested out-of-class work, the instructor covered those problems in 

class at a slower pace while discussing the statistical tests and demonstration of the needed Excel 

skill to run the tests.  The chapters to be covered were reduced to nine.  This proved to be a 

positive change as determined by the results of the second exam. 

Early Thoughts on Course Revisions 

Once the course was over, Author A was determined to re-work the course before the 

next offering.  The instructor reviewed several data analytics textbooks; the texts either spoke of 

the three types of data analytics (predictive, prescriptive, and descriptive) with minimal mention 
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of statistics or they were heavy on statistics.  Author A was looking for a blend of statistics that 

covered the different types of data analytics plus some use of different software packages on the 

market that are being used for data analytics. 

While at the 2016 Association of Business Information Systems (ABIS) Conference in 

Oklahoma City, Author A was able to attend a presentation of a paper written by Mitchell and 

Thambusamy (2016) on “Developing Data Analytics Skills in a Business Computer Applications 

Course.”  The course described in that paper was primarily what Author A wanted to design for 

the next time she would teach the course. 

Using information gathered from reading Mitchell and Thambusamy’s paper, Author A 

planned a redesign of the Special Topics course in data analytics and created a new course, CIS 

370, Data Analytics I.   For a statistical reference, students would be able to use their textbook 

from their QBA 282/283 courses, Donnelly’s Business Statistics, 2nd edition.   

The instructor selected several online resources for use, including the following:  

• Analyzing and Visualizing Data with Excel (Hoter, 2015) 

• Data Visualizations with Power BI in Excel 2013 (Neeb, 2014) 

• Faster Insights to Data with Power BI Jump Start (Tejedor and Weyn, 2014) 

• From Data to Insight and Impact: The BI Revolution (Reguera, 2014) 

• Big Data Analytics (Ramos and Sen, 2013) 

• My Excel Online (http://www.myexcelonline.com/) 

• The Microsoft Virtual academy (http://www.microsoftvirtualacademy.com/): 

o The Business Intelligence Revolution 

o Power Query and PowerPivot in Excel 

o Data Visualization with Power Business Intelligence 
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The initial plans for the second teaching of the course resulted in a revised outline for 

course content that the authors presented at the 2017 ABIS Conference (Soule, Fanguy, Kleen, 

Giguette, & Rodrigue, 2017).  That outline included details on the topics of descriptive analytics, 

predictive analytics, functions and complex formulas, table intelligence, visual presentation/data 

visualization, Excel customization, and Word skills.   

Besides using Excel in the class, students would be exposed to Orange 

(http://orange.biolab.si/) and Tableau Desktop (http://www.tableau.com/products/desktop).  

Assessment would consist of three scheduled exams and a data analysis project.  For the data 

analysis project, the students would (a) analyze a given dataset, (b) answer specific questions 

related to the analysis of the data, (c) develop an interactive dashboard in a workbook of 

organized worksheets used in the analysis, and (d) develop a short report providing the 

descriptive analysis, including appropriate visualization components. 

Upon completion of the course, students would understand the scope of business analytics 

and an understanding of the primary statistical tools used in business analytics. More 

specifically, students would be able to do the following: 

• Effectively design spreadsheets for long-term viability 

• Apply Excel functions and analysis tools to business problem solving and critical 

thinking scenarios 

• Use advanced Excel tools for data analytics 

• Critically analyze appropriateness of data analysis techniques 

• Use visualization tools for business communication and reporting 

• Communicate effectively in a virtual environment 

http://www.tableau.com/products/desktop
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The department scheduled the revised course for the spring 2017 semester, using the new 

designation of CIS 370 Data Analytics I. 

The Actual Second Teaching of the Course 

In Spring 2017, the second version of the data analytics course was offered again as CIS 

410: Special Topics.  (Because of catalog change deadlines, the new name and number, CIS 370, 

could not go into effect until Fall 2017.)  Several of the original intentions set forth in Soule, 

Fanguy, Kleen, Giguette, and Rodrigue’s paper presented at the 2017 ABIS conference were 

modified when the course was taught the second time, as the original thoughts for course 

revision were overly ambitious.  Instead, the instructor gathered Excel tips from Bansal’s 2016 

Excel The Smart Way: 51 Excel Tips Ebook and the MakeUseOf website in which the instructor 

searched for “Excel 2016.”  The search resulted in multiple videos on various aspects of Excel.   

Utilizing two textbooks and numerous internet resources, the instructor structured the 

course as a combination of lecture and hands-on activities.  In addition to Excel skills added in 

the course content, students received added exposure to data analytics software available on the 

market.  After comparing various software packages, the instructor elected to use Tableau due to 

its powerful visualizations, analysis capabilities, ease of use, available training videos, and 

course content.  Tableau content was provided by the “Tableau for Teaching” program.  Included 

in the curriculum materials were lecture notes, student handouts, assignments, and exams.  

Another significant advantage is that Tableau Desktop is available for free for students and 

educators.   

Because of the above changes to content, the instructor decided NOT to include exposure 

to Orange software, Words skills, and Excel’s PowerPivot. Table 4 contains the course topics 

covered and assessments given during the actual second teaching of the course.  
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Table 4.  Spring 2017 Data Analytics Course Content 

Timeline Content 

Week 1 Introduction to Data Analytics – descriptive, prescriptive, and predictive analytics 

Week 2 Review of Excel – including functions, frequency distributions, histograms, pivot 

tables, box plots 

Week 3 Data visualization, charts, best practices, pivot tables 

Week 4 Dashboard creation using Excel – using slicers, pivot tables, and pivot charts 

Data manipulation using Excel – text to column, functions (including 

CONCATENATE, PROPER, LEFT, RIGHT, MID, TRANSPOSE), remove 

duplicates, find and replace 

Week 5 Exam 1 – consisted of skills and analysis using Microsoft Excel 

Week 6 Descriptive statistics including measures of location, measures of dispersion, 

Excel Data Analysis tool 

Week 7 Trendlines and Regression Analysis 

Week 8 Spreadsheet Models – including data validation, form controls, what-if analysis, 

goal seek 

Week 9 Exam 2 – analysis of data using Microsoft Excel 

Week 10 Tableau – course introduction, connecting with data, UI overview, discrete and 

continuous data, basic charts 

Week 11 Tableau – dashboards and stories, formatting basics, calculated fields, maps 

introduction 

Week 12 Exam 3 – Tableau concepts using Tableau  

Week 13 In-class time for students to work on their final project using Tableau 

Week 14 In-class time for students to work on their final project using Tableau 

Week 15 Tableau Final Project due 

 

Student Comments about Tableau 

While the instructor perceived that the choice of Tableau as a data analytics tool was 

working effectively, she also solicited student feedback on Exam 3—the exam which assessed 

student understanding of this software.  This “feedback” portion of the exam was completely 

optional and had no impact on students’ grades. The feedback provided below reflects the 

students’ written comments (edited here for grammar, punctuation, and spelling). 
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• It is not difficult to use. I do not know the program well enough yet to give good 

feedback from it. I think that once I know it better I may like the program more. 

• I wish we had spent more time on Tableau. 

• I really like it! It has more features and measures. It is easy to see the trends and patterns 

and make it more understandable to read and analyze. 

• Tableau is a very useful tool for doing an in-depth analysis of data. I prefer it over Excel 

because the main focus of the program is to provide you with charts and other tools to lay 

out the data without having to do many manual tasks like inputting formulas and going 

through menus to add charts. This program is targeted towards data analytics, unlike 

Excel, which can be used for numerous things. I would definitely use the program if I 

were in a position where I had to analyze big data. 

• I've been using it at home with some of my own data sets (I'm an Excel junkie) and it 

seems extremely intuitive. I could probably teach my mom how to use it if I needed to. 

• Tableau was a very interesting software concept introduced at the beginning of the 

semester for CIS 410, Data Analytics. Since we have started, I am more inclined to learn 

more about Tableau to better prepare myself for my future in analyzing data. Tableau has 

interested me as it combines and utilizes different CIS skills I have learned throughout 

my time in the CIS Department. 

• It is a more powerful analytical tool than Excel with a much smoother interface. 

• I feel like Tableau is a great tool to use for data analysis. I think it is much easier to clean 

up data than when using Excel, and Tableau makes it easier to use tables and find 

different data. 



67 
 

• Tableau is a pretty neat program since this is what the people in the real world are using. 

I haven't gotten the chance to play around with it, but it seems to be an easier way for 

users to display data. I like how it suggests what type of graphs and charts we should use. 

• I like Tableau. It is easier to use than Excel and presents data in a great way that can be 

manipulated to show every aspect easily. 

• I think the neatest thing about Tableau is how easy it is to use. I believe anyone could 

quickly learn this application. 

• In my personal opinion, Tableau is an important aspect in a course. It is like another level 

of Excel that helps forecast and present information on data that is collected. The 

combination between Excel and Tableau will be important in the workforce and a good 

skill to have. I was wondering if you would prefer to make a certification course for 

Tableau. 

• I honestly like Tableau a lot. I feel it makes it easier for you to understand the 

information. It's also good for people who need to set up data. It's almost like a better 

Word document, Excel, and Access. 

It is obvious from these comments that students’ exposure to Tableau left them with a 

positive impression.  They appreciated its ease of use and expanded visualization and analytical 

abilities.  The authors are satisfied with the feedback from the students and agree that Tableau is 

an important component in the course.  In fact, this feedback supports spending additional course 

time dedicated to Tableau. 

Beginning Fall 2017, the data analytics course is under a new name and number—CIS 

370, Data Analytics I.  Due to a recent faculty hire, the original instructor is no longer teaching 
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the course.  However, the original instructor shared all course content from the previous semester 

with the new faculty member. 

Continued Plans for Evolution of a Data Analytics Concentration 

Faculty are currently designing a second course in data analytics at the authors’ 

university.  Like numerous other universities, the limited number of faculty in the authors’ CIS 

department struggle to cover all the courses in the curriculum.  The department currently has 

plans to hire a faculty member who will help integrate data analytics throughout the College of 

Business curricula, such as in statistics courses, and perhaps marketing and management courses.  

With the addition of another faculty member whose strength is data analytics, the department 

will have strong guidance in how to structure a complete academic concentration in data 

analytics, which is a goal of the department.  Of course, as many universities recognize, the pool 

of academically qualified applicants in this field is undoubtedly smaller than the number of 

institutions desiring to hire in that area of expertise.   

Conclusions and Implications 

Both national and Louisiana state employment projections suggest faster growth than 

average for business analytic skills through 2024.  As noted in the literature, schools and 

instructors face numerous challenges in designing a single course in business analytics, or a more 

extensive minor or major in business analytics.  Although a review of academic majors in all the 

schools within the University of Louisiana System shows only three schools currently offering 

majors or concentrations in this area, the authors’ university has implemented a specific data 

analytics course in its curriculum, recognizing the nationwide trend of adding such courses in 

business and/or CIS curriculums.   
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As in any new teaching endeavor, a review of the initial time the course was taught 

revealed the need for revisions in content and teaching materials.  The instructor quickly noted 

that students lacked the necessary Excel skills to complete the course as originally designed.  The 

revised course was taught as a mix of lecture and hands-on activities; the revised content 

included more emphasis on Excel and the addition of Tableau data analytics software.  Initial 

written feedback comments from students indicate that the software selection is a good choice 

and viewed as intuitive and easy to learn.  Thus, the authors anticipate the continued use of 

Tableau.   

The authors view the initial data analytics course as a first step in moving toward a 15- to 

18-hour concentration in data analytics.  A data analytics concentration would offer students an 

opportunity that few of the University of Louisiana schools currently provide.   
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Abstract 

 Faculty at the researchers’ institution incorporated the Microsoft Office Specialist (MOS) 

in Excel several years ago as part of the School of Business curriculum and has delivered this 

course via online and on-campus modes of instruction.  This study included a determination of 

whether delivery mode affected the MOS in Excel certification scores based on an analysis of 

four years of score data with the results confirming whether student learning in this area agreed 

with previous scholarly research.  Additionally, the analysis included a comparison of two years 

of score data where one year consists of students only taking the class online.     

Keywords:  MOS, Excel, online, certification scores  

Introduction 

In 2011, the institution’s faculty implemented a new class called CIS 2000 – Spreadsheet 

Applications.  This class was specifically designed to prepare students for the MOS in Excel 

certification exam.  At approximately the same time, the School of Business began to offer the 

BS in Computer Information Systems (CIS) program online which opened up the opportunity to 

offer the CIS 2000 class online. As a result, the faculty have offered CIS 2000 classes both 

online and on-campus for the previous five years.  During the 2016 calendar year, faculty only 

offered this class online.    

As employers have expressed the certification brings benefits to School of Business 

graduates, the Computer Information Systems area faculty sought to validate whether the 

students were learning the needed skills regardless of mode of delivery.  Industry partners have 
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expressed interest in certifications, including the Microsoft Excel certification, for graduates of 

the CIS program.  The CIS 2000 – Spreadsheet Applications course is one of the first 

certification classes taken by students in the program that is offered in both online and face-to-

face sections.  Thus, the specific problem addressed in this study was to what extent a difference 

in impact existed between the two modes of delivery.  Previous studies have shown the same, or 

even greater success in student learning, for online versus face-to-face delivery (Means, Toyama, 

Murphy, Bakia, & Jones, 2009).  This study contributes to the current body of research by 

determining whether the mode of delivery reveals any impact on performance of students on the 

MOS in Excel certification exam. 

Literature Review 

Steady and revolutionary shifts in higher education have resulted in online learning 

becoming an integral part of mainstream society (Harasim, 2000). Literature consistently cites 

the pace at which online education grows as well as the implications this fast pace has on student 

learning and academic performance (Carrol & Burke, 2010; Ganesh, Paswan, & Sun, 2015; 

Atchley, Wingenbach, & Akers, 2013).  Because of this shift towards online learning in higher 

education, accrediting agencies have recognized the need to ensure equitable, quality instruction 

and rigor exists for students taking classes at an institute of higher education, no matter the mode 

of delivery (SACSCOC, 2011; Southard & Mooney, 2015).  To answer this need, accreditation 

agencies have established rigorous standards and best practices for the evaluation of distance 

learning quality (Easom, 2015; Southard & Mooney, 2015). 

Adams and Defleur (2006) found that job applicants earning a bachelor’s degree entirely 

or partially online were not as likely to be hired as an applicant whose degree was completed 

through traditional coursework.  Perceptions of quality matter, and perceptions regarding the 
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effectiveness of distance learning have changed over time (Ganesh, Paswan, & Sun, 2015).  

Early studies found evidence that faculty and students perceived distance-learning courses as 

ineffective (Bergmann & Dobie, 1999; Ponzurick, France, & Logar, 2000).  Often, this 

perception stemmed from challenges faced by faculty and students including course content 

issues, technology problems, technology training for faculty, and feedback and communication 

problems (Granitz & Greene, 2003; He, Xu, & Kruck, 2014).  Yet, as models for successful 

online delivery have been developed and implemented, perceptions about the effectiveness of 

online delivery have changed (Peltier, Schibrowsky, & Drago, 2007). In some cases, the 

perception has flipped from a view of ineffectiveness to having the potential to provide a 

superior learning experience (Peltier, Schibrowsky, & Drago, 2007).   

Scholars have tested the extent mode of course delivery influences student outcomes in a 

course using various comparisons.  Atchley, Wingenbach, and Akers (2013) studied the 

statistical differences between course completions of online classes as compared to traditional 

classes.  Carrol and Burke (2010) assessed final examination scores of students.  Larson and 

Sung (2009) analyzed exam score differences between modalities. Brownstein, Brownstein, and 

Gerlowski (2011) used assessment rubrics to evaluate student essays between the delivery 

modes.  Chen and Jones (2007) examined the final learning outcomes of two sections of a similar 

course, one utilizing online delivery, and the other traditional.  Hundreds of studies with similar 

examinations of the educational outcomes between traditional and online modes of delivery exist 

(Adams & Defleur, 2006). 

Results of these studies have presented a mix of conclusions.  Some research has 

concluded that face-to-face, perceptually, appear to outperform online classes on various 

dimensions (Ganesh, Paswan, & Sun, 2015).  Other studies conclude the effectiveness of online 
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education is significantly better than face-to-face instruction (Means, Toyama, Murphy, Bakia, & 

Jones, 2009).  Still more studies find no statistical difference among delivery modes (Carrol & 

Burke, 2010; Larson & Sung, 2009). 

Research studies have looked into course delivery type as it relates to student outcome 

measures such as exam grades and overall course scores, but the literature indicates a lack of 

research available as it relates to certifications and course delivery type.  Certifications act as a 

common verification tool to test and certify the ability of individuals in a specific area.  In the 

Information Technology (IT) sector, certifications involve extensive testing of a person’s ability 

in a specific hardware or software.  Research by Schlichting and Mason (2004) indicates the 

existence of more than 100 professional certifications directly related to the field of computer 

science, with common certifications including the A+ exam, MCSE (Microsoft Certified 

Systems Engineer), Novell’s CNE (Certified Novell Engineer), CCNE (Cisco Certified Network 

Engineer), and OCP (Oracle DBA Certified Professional). 

The IT industry has made certification an important qualification for employment, where 

often an employee is required to have a certification at the time of hire, or employees must obtain 

certification upon hire (Schlichting & Mason, 2004).  IT hiring managers have used certification 

as a differentiator between job candidates with similar levels of experience, and salary surveys 

have shown that certified employees are compensated at a higher salary than non-certified 

employees are compensated (Hunsinger & Smith, 2008). 

A need exists for certified Information Technology professionals in the workplace.  As 

universities prepare students for employment in areas requiring certifications for employment, it 

is increasingly important for educational institutes to provide adequate and effective training 

through the course work offered.  Although the literature has revealed varying results, one can 
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conclude from the reviewed literature that sometimes course delivery makes a difference in 

overall student success in a course.  Therefore, determining which method of delivery is most 

effective should be a consideration for courses that result in the attainment of certifications for 

industry. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this quantitative research design was to test the extent of the relationship 

between mode of delivery for the CIS 2000 course and the MOS in Excel certification score 

results.  The independent variable of mode of delivery for the CIS 2000 course was whether the 

student took the course as an online class or an on-campus class.  The dependent variables were 

the various iterations of the MOS in Excel certification score results.  These iterations included 

the initial score on the certification exam, whether the student passed the certification exam 

initially, and whether the student passed the certification exam after two attempts.  When 

students took the certification test, if they bought the correct voucher and did not pass their first 

attempt, they had the opportunity to retake the certification test a second time. 

Additionally, the researchers undertook a second analysis to further the purpose of the 

study.  In this analysis, the independent variable was year.  This variable described the year in 

which faculty offered a section of CIS 2000.  During the 2015 year, faculty offered the CIS 2000 

sections in face-to-face and online environments.  During the 2016 year, faculty offered the CIS 

2000 section in only the online environment.  The dependent variables were the percentage of 

students who passed the certification exam initially and the percentage of students of passed the 

certification after two attempts.  
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Again, the overall purpose of this study was to answer the research question, “To what 

extent does mode of delivery impact the MOS in Excel certification scores of university students 

at a four-year regional public higher education institution?”       

Methodology 

Since spring 2012, one instructor gathered and recorded data for all students enrolled in 

the CIS 2000 Microsoft Excel sections at this institution.  These scores were for both online and 

traditional on-campus classes.  The instructor noted this distinction in the recording of the 

information.  The period included in the first part of the analysis for this study was spring 2012 

through spring 2015.  Initially, the analysis included 24 sections divided equally between online 

and traditional sections—see Table 1 - Descriptive Statistics for Online verses Traditional 

Sections.  While the instructor collected 451 scores, the researchers removed 6 scores (1.6% of 

the data) due to questionable data where the initial score was either missing or the score was out 

of range.  Of the 451 collected scores, 166 also had retake scores.  These sections included 445 

related scores with the number of scores divided almost evenly between online (n=217) and 

traditional (n=228) sections.  For the data analysis, utilization of the SPSS software occurred 

with two-sample independent T-tests and the Chi-square test of independence being the primary 

data analysis tests utilized, as shown in Table 2 - Two Sample Independent T-Test of Face-to-

Face and Online Students, Table 3 - Chi-Square Test of Independence—Pass/Fail and Mode of 

Delivery, and Table 4 – Chi-Square Test of Independence – Pass/Fail After Retake and Mode of 

Delivery. 

 The second analysis included the 2015 and 2016 fall and spring semesters.  This analysis 

included 19 sections, noted in Table 5 - Descriptive Statistics for 2015 and 2016 Years - 

Percentage of Students Passing Certification Exam after Both Attempts and Table 7 - Descriptive 
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Statistics for 2015 and 2016 Years - Percentage of Students Passing Certification Exam after 

First Attempt. The faculty member offered 10 sections in 2015 of which four were face-to-face 

and six were online. Students could choose between online and face-to-face classes. The faculty 

member offered nine sections in 2016 with all nine sections offered online.  Students did not 

have a choice to take a face-to-face class.  The faculty member recorded summary data for 368 

students in these 19 sections.  One weakness of this approach was the faculty member had 

already aggregated the student records to the section level.  Thus, the researchers did not 

examine individual student score data.  The researchers did not remove any records from this 

analysis.  For the data analysis, utilization of the SPSS software occurred with the two-sample 

independent T-test being the primary data analysis test utilized as seen in Table 6 - Two Sample 

Independent T-Test of 2015 & 2016 Years Percentage of Students Passing Certification Exam 

after Both Attempts and Table 8 - Two Sample Independent T-Test of 2015 & 2016 Years 

Percentage of Students Passing Certification Exam after First Attempt. 

Results 

 The first statistical tests involved the analysis of the initial score and the mode of 

delivery.  Table 1 shows the similarity in many of the basic descriptive statistics for the test 

scores grouped by the two modes of delivery, including similar means and medians. 
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Table 1.  Descriptive Statistics for Online versus Traditional Sections 

 

 

 Using Levene’s test for equality of variances, the assumption was the groups had 

approximately the same level of variability and an assumption of equal variances was valid.  

Thus, the researchers were able to use the first row of the results of the two-sample independent 

t-test, as shown in Table 2.  The significance shown in Table 2 was .964.  Based on that level of 

significance, the researchers rejected the hypotheses that course delivery mode made a 

significant difference in the MOS Excel initial scores.    

Table 2.  Two Sample Independent T-Test of Face-to-Face and Online Students 
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 The second statistical test involved the analysis of the initial pass/fail and the mode of 

delivery.  As this analysis involved two nominal variables, usage of a chi-square test of 

independence was the appropriate choice.  Table 3 shows the results of this statistical test. 

Table 3.  Chi-Square Test of Independence – Pass/Fail and Mode of Delivery 
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 These results showed no statistical significance existed between the two modes of 

delivery and the outcomes of whether students initially pass or fail the MOS Excel certification 

exam.  This statement remained true whether the researchers used the initial significance or the 

continuity correction. 

 The third statistical tests involved the analysis of the final pass/fail and the mode of 

delivery.  As the analysis again involved two nominal variables, usage of a chi-square test of 

independence was still the most appropriate choice.  Table 4 shows the results of this statistical 

test. 

Table 4.  Chi-Square Test of Independence – Pass/Fail After Retake and Mode of Delivery 

 



84 
 

 

As with the previous results, these results showed no statistical significance existed 

between the two modes of delivery and the outcomes of whether students passed or failed the 

MOS Excel certification exam after two attempts.  This statement remained true whether the 

researchers used the initial significance or the continuity correction. 

For the second analysis, the researchers first used the SPSS software to run basic 

descriptive statistics comparing the 2015 and 2016 years.  This analysis showed descriptive 

statistics, such as mean, for each year for the total percentage of students passing the certification 

exam after both attempts.  Table 5 shows these descriptive statistics.  The descriptive statistics 

shown in the left side of the table represent the 2015 year while the descriptive statistics shown 

in the right side of the table represent the 2016 year.  As can be seen in the table, the 2015 year 

had a higher mean and median accompanied by a smaller standard deviation and range.  Given 

these descriptive statistics results, the researchers needed to examine whether the year in which 

the student took the test represented a significant change leading to lower test scores.  If the 

scores were significantly lower when comparing the two groups, the year could be a 

representative variable of the faculty forcing all students into online sections during that calendar 

year.    
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Table 5.  Descriptive Statistics for 2015 and 2016 Years – Percentage of Students Passing 

Certification Exam after Both Attempts 

 

 

To test the significance of the difference shown in the descriptive statistics, the 

researchers conducted a two-sample independent T-test.  Table 6 shows the results of that T-test.  

Using Levene’s test for equality of variances, the assumption was the groups had approximately 

the same level of variability and an assumption of equal variances was valid (at the .05 level).  

Thus, the researchers were able to use the first row of the results of the two-sample independent 

t-test, as shown in Table 6.  The significance shown in Table 6 was .369.  Based on that level of 

significance, the researchers rejected the hypotheses that the calendar year represented a 

significant difference in the percentage of students passing the MOS in Excel certification exam.   
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Table 6.  Two Sample Independent T-Test of 2015 and 2016 Years - Percentage of Students 

Passing Certification Exam after Both Attempts 

 

The researchers also conducted the same statistical tests on the year and the percentage of 

students passing the MOS in Excel certification exam on their first attempt.  Table 7 shows the 

results of these descriptive statistical tests.  Again, the results of the statistical tests showed the 

2015 sections exhibited a higher mean and median percentage of students passing than 2016.  

The 2015 sections also exhibited a smaller standard deviation and range than the 2016 sections. 

Table 7.  Descriptive Statistics for 2015 and 2016 Years – Percentage of Students Passing 

Certification Exam after First Attempt 
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The researchers conducted a two-sample independent T-test on the calendar year in 

which the faculty offered the sections and the percentage of students in each section passing the 

MOS in Excel certification exam on the first attempt.  Table 8 shows the results of that T-test.  

Using Levene’s test for equality of variances, the assumption was the groups had approximately 

the same level of variability.  However, that assumption of equal variances was not valid (at the 

.05 level) and, thus, the researchers used the second row of the results of the two-sample 

independent t-test, as shown in Table 8.  The significance shown in Table 8 was .281.  Based on 

that level of significance, the researchers rejected the hypotheses that the calendar year 

represented a significant difference in the percentage of students passing the MOS in Excel 

certification exam on the first attempt.      

Table 8.  Two Sample Independent T-Test of 2015 and 2016 Years - Percentage of Students 

Passing Certification Exam after First Attempt 

 

Discussion 

These results provided an answer to the purpose of the study – mode of delivery had no 

significant impact on the MOS in Excel certification scores for university students at a four-year, 

regional public higher education institution.  The results of this study supported the previous 

academic literature that stated no significant differences existed between online and traditional 

modes of delivery.  The results did not support the academic literature that stated either online 
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delivery or traditional delivery produced superior results to the other type of delivery.  This result 

was advantageous for the unit as it supported accreditation standards, put forth by organizations 

such as SACSCOC, that require equitable learning between different modes of delivery.  This 

study added another data point that higher education institutions can offer different modes of 

delivery with comparable learning outcomes.   

Support for the above statements was evident in all three areas.  No significant impact 

was found for mode of delivery for initial scores, initial pass/fail, and pass/fail after two 

attempts.  These results illustrated the instructor was producing equivalent learning outcomes 

regardless of mode of delivery.  The second analysis of the sections in two different years also 

supported this outcome.  While the descriptive statistics showed a higher mean and median in the 

2015 year, the independent samples T-test showed no significant difference between the two 

calendar years.    

The use of one instructor provided benefits to the study as well as a potential 

generalizability issue.  By using only one instructor to make the comparisons, the researchers 

sought to minimize the influence of other variables, such as quality of teaching, on the dependent 

variables.  All students had the same instructor so differences in instructor were not attributable 

to the results.  However, by using only the one instructor, the results were not as generalizable to 

other instructors or sites.  The particular instructor might have been especially adept at providing 

quality instruction in an equivalent manner for both modes of delivery.  Other instructors might 

not exhibit that same ability and could produce different results.     

Conclusion 

Due to increased employer interest, the Computer Information Systems faculty within the 

School of Business had a great motive to prepare students to meet growing workforce demand in 
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the area of certifications. Given the growth of online classes and programs, the faculty needed to 

ensure equivalency of learning between the two modes of delivery.  Based on the analysis, the 

institutional faculty can use the study as evidence students in both modes of delivery are 

achieving the same learning outcomes.  The faculty can share this evidence with accreditors and 

business partners.  Scholars can pursue additional studies to validate and further generalize the 

results of this study.  Additional studies could involve other types of certifications or classroom 

assessments.  Likewise, repeating this study for other instructors would provide more 

generalizability of results.     
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Abstract 

A university’s computerized learning management system software is one way to provide 

college students a purposeful professional development and career readiness skills program 

designed to supplement academic course instruction in their major courses of study. The 

technology provides an efficient method to keep track of students’ accomplishments and to 

provide a portfolio of their work as they progress through four years of their college education.  

This study will describe the program available for students in a public university accredited by 

AACSB. 

Introduction 

What are the implications for higher education to help graduates find a job and keep a job 

after graduation?  In addition, is there a role for technology to play in the improvement of 

students’ professional development and career readiness as an enhancement to curriculum-based 

marketable skills in students?   

According to a Forbes article (Dorfman, 2017), only one out of every 40 college 

graduates is unemployed; however, many of these graduates are underemployed or part of 

frictional unemployment, defined as “the part of unemployment due to people who are changing 

jobs.  These people may have quit one job and are awaiting to start another or are just taking a 

few weeks to find another job” (Dorfman, 2017, p. 2.) which is often reported negatively. All too 

often students push back the looming job search until it is far too late and are then discouraged 

that they cannot land their “dream” job.  Compounding the frustration is that students today have 
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a seemingly warped view of reality where many expect to land a position with perks such as a 

company car, expense account, and international clients and a salary upwards of $80K 

immediately upon graduation.  Given students’ expectations/misconceptions regarding their 

“dream” job, it is important for institutions of higher education to provide students with 

appropriate realistic preparation for the employment/hiring process. 

Since the average college graduate takes approximately 3-9 months to find a full-time job 

after graduation, students cannot wait until the last semester of their senior year to start thinking 

about employment. However, all too often many students push back the looming job search until 

just before graduation as they focus more on the academic courses necessary to obtain their 

degree and/or are just too busy enjoying college life.  Students have unrealistic expectations 

about what they will find when they finally change their search engines default setting from 

Buzzfeed to Monster or Indeed.   

As educators, we all are challenged to ensure that our students are ready to hit the job 

market with polished skills and realistic expectations.  Without over-extending an already limited 

amount of manpower and resources, it can be difficult to add additional programs.  In response to 

suggestions made by their professional advisory board, a regional university in Texas has 

launched a Student Success Passport Program designed to enhance students’ professional polish 

and career-seeking readiness beginning in their freshman year and continuing until graduation.  

The four-year professional development and career readiness opportunities program delivered 

simultaneously with the academic program, is designed to produce a “finished product” of self-

aware and confident young business professionals upon graduation. 

“Begin with the end in mind,” (Covey, 2013) is the starting point of the program for 

beginning freshmen.  In the nautical world, sailors would not dare strike out on an open-water 
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excursion without the use of a rhumb line (loxodrome) to chart their course from point A to point 

B.  The rhumb line is the path taken by a vessel or aircraft that maintains a constant compass 

direction toward the destination (Dictionary.com). Similarly, freshman students are encouraged 

to chart their course, rhumb line, toward their personal career goal.  This chart will direct them 

toward their ultimate career goal after graduation.  If students can picture where their roadmap 

will ultimately take them, academic courses and curricular as well as co-curricular experiences 

designed to help them on their journey will mean more to them.  With their proposed roadmap 

set from the start of their college experience to the proposed finish of their academic careers, 

students will likely make better grades and be more successful in their college careers when they 

can realize that each part of the journey directly contributes to their ultimate goal.  To provide 

opportunities for students, this professional development and career readiness program 

encourages students to learn about and develop professionalism outside of the traditional 

classroom setting.  Through a course management system, online as well as face-to-face students 

have several ways to participate.  Students may complete online activities through the course 

management system, attend face-to-face seminars and workshops, and/or meet and interact with 

business professionals in a variety of business areas in varying arenas. 

This program utilizes technology, minimal manpower, collaboration with other university 

initiatives, and scholarship incentives to ensure that students are thinking about their future 

careers from the first day of college.  This article will guide you through the design, process, and 

results of the Student Success Passport Program giving you enough information to customize 

your own model to get your students to begin college with the end in mind.   
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Statement of the Problem 

The purpose of this article is to explore how a public university is responding to the 

dilemma of aligning graduating seniors’ business knowledge and competencies with professional 

skills of confidence, appearance, demeanor, language clarity, and business etiquette in order to 

augment graduates’ marketable skills that employers and state governments want.  Technology, 

used effectively in a learning management system, may provide a structured approach for 

assisting students in the development and improvement of their leadership and professional skills 

while also producing documentation and artifacts for students to market themselves to potential 

employers. 

Review of Related Literature 

In a 2012 national study, 88 percent of surveyed college freshmen identified “getting a 

better job” as the most important reason for attending college (Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board, 2017).  A recent study on behalf of the Association of American Colleges & 

Universities conducted by Hart Research Associates (2015) found a significant gap in the 

perceptions of employers and graduates with regard to how prepared the graduates were in key 

areas. The learning outcomes employers rated in this study as most important include written and 

oral communication skills, teamwork skills, ethical decision-making, critical thinking, and the 

ability to apply knowledge in real-world settings. In most cases, the graduates were twice as 

likely as the employers to say they were prepared (Hart Research Associates, 2015).   In another 

study, the overwhelming consensus among those employers was that too many graduates lacked 

critical-thinking skills, the ability to communicate effectively, solve problems creatively, work 

collaboratively, and adapt to changing priorities (Closing the skills gap…,2014).   
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Burning Glass Technologies analyzed real-time job data and found that the baseline skills 

of communication, writing, and organization are in demand across nearly every occupation (The 

human factor, 2015).  “These skills are the top three requested baseline skills overall and fall in 

the top five skills for every occupation family” (The human factor, 2015, p. 10.)  Even technical 

fields and professional fields are requiring that applicants know how to write.  A Gallup survey 

conducted on behalf of the Lumina Foundation found that only 11% of business leaders and 14% 

of the general public felt strongly that students graduated from college with the skills and 

competencies that are needed for success in the workplace (Lumina, 2013).  Each year, the 

National Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE) conducts a Job Outlook Survey which 

forecasts hiring intentions of employers as they relate to new college graduates.  From August 9, 

2017, through October 2, 2017, data were collected for the Job Outlook 2018 survey with, 

among other things, attributes that employers are looking for in new candidates (NACE, 2017, 

November)  See Table 1.  These attributes in order of importance were: 

 

Table 1.  Attributes Employers Want in New Candidates in  

Order of Importance, NACE, 2017 

Importance Attributes 

1st Problem-solving skills 

2nd Ability to work in a team 

3rd Communication skills (written) 

4th Leadership 

5th  Strong work ethic 

6th Analytical/quantitative skills 

7th Communication skills (verbal) 

8th Initiative 

9th Detail-oriented 

10th Flexibility/adaptability 

11th Technical skills 

12th Interpersonal skills (relates well to others 

13th Computer skills 

14th Organizational ability 
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15th Strategic planning skills 

16th Creativity 

17th Friendly/outgoing personality 

18th Tactfulness 

19th Entrepreneurial skills/risk-taker 

20th Fluency in a foreign language 

 

At the university in this study, an Executive Advisory Board (EAB), comprised of 

graduates who have attained high-level positions in many different business fields, was formed 

to help ensure that the college of business faculty are meeting the needs of employers’ 

expectations for new employees.  Over the course of several years, these business professionals 

repeatedly stated that college of business graduates had gained excellent business content 

knowledge and skills, but that they lacked professional skills of speaking, writing, and working 

with others in a team.  This fact is borne out in a study which found that the needs of companies 

and the knowledge and competencies graduating seniors possess have become out of alignment 

making the role of higher education come under greater scrutiny.  Some employers’ confidence 

in the ability of some colleges and universities to prepare students for entry-level professional 

employment has resulted in their willingness to partner with institutions of higher learning to 

help the imbalance (Closing the skills gap…, 2014). 

Therefore, in addition to academic content, it has increasingly become the college’s job 

to ensure that graduates not only possess the requisite knowledge and skills for their chosen 

professional career, but that they also have the added professional skills to launch their futures. 

Description of Methodology and/or Procedures 

A college of business accredited by the Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of 

Business (AACSB) labels the major points of their strategic plan as “Learn – Launch – Lead.” In 

accordance with this strategic plan and to better prepare students to launch their careers through 
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development of their professional skills and career perceptions, as well as to help students 

develop leadership skills, a Student Success Passport program was launched in Fall 2015. The 

Student Success Passport program is a self-paced, four-year plan designed to provide a 

formalized strategy for leadership development (personal branding) and career launch.  The 

purpose is to deliver a program beginning with the freshman year that is designed to enhance 

student professional development and career readiness with minimal manpower to operate the 

system.  Incentivized by significant scholarships, this program allows students to participate in 

several career readiness activities relevant to their classification and major; and most 

importantly, students are encouraged to begin thinking about their futures on the first day they 

enter college.   

The Student Success Passport program is a valuable professional development and career 

readiness learning opportunity where students earn points in a Desire to Learn (D2L) course for 

internships, work experience, resumes, study abroad, and student organization leadership.  

Scholarships are then awarded annually to top participants in each class. Top point earners in 

each classification ((freshmen, sophomore, junior, and senior) receive a $2,500 scholarship.  Ten 

runners-up in each classification receive $1,000 scholarships.  Therefore, forty-five scholarships 

totaling $50K are awarded each academic year. 

Student Success Passport Program Delivery Method 

Brightspace by Desire2Learn (D2L) is the learning management system used by the 

university.  Since students and faculty were already familiar with this platform, Brightspace was 

chosen as the delivery method for the Student Success Passport program and it lends itself to 

provide organization of the content as well as to track and evaluate students’ progression through 

the program.  Originally, a Brightspace course was created for each student classification —
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freshman, sophomore, junior, and senior; but, after the first year, only two Brightspace courses 

were created, one for freshman/sophomore and one for junior/senior in order to make the 

program more manageable for limited staff to oversee the program. In spite of only two 

Brightspace courses for student assignments, each student classification group still competes 

only among their classification for scholarships just as originally designed.  Since students are 

loaded into the course management system at the beginning of the academic year based on 

cumulative earned hours, if they believe they are placed into the wrong course, they are allowed 

to petition the program coordinator for reassignment. 

The courses are automatically populated into Brightspace in the fall semester with all 

students placed in a course in their designated classification based on their total earned hours.  

Students’ involvement is totally under their control and is elective.  Many new students may be 

considered at a disadvantage since they are already rising sophomores due to dual credit and 

community college transfer hours.  However, with the freshman/sophomore classifications being 

combined in one Brightspace course, new students are given the opportunity to complete early 

freshman building block activities thereby reducing advanced participation issues.  In 

Brightspace, Dropbox assignments are established for students to submit specific activities such 

as a resume after the student participates in a resume workshop.  Other technology features of 

Brightspace are used to keep track of each student’s points as he/she completes a variety of 

workshops, online activities, and speaker events.  Points are awarded to individual students in the 

course management system for each event participated in and each activity individually 

completed by the student.  Business students in each classification (freshman, sophomore, junior, 

and senior) who earn the most points are each awarded a $2,500 scholarship.  The next 10 

students in each classification earning the most points are each awarded a $1,000 scholarship.  
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Active Passport participants are also eligible for additional scholarship funds to study abroad, for 

student organization national competitions, for travel participation to research conferences, or 

other student travel opportunities. 

Rules and Regulations for Participation 

Even though college of business students are automatically enrolled in the free Student 

Success Passport program, their participation is totally voluntary; and no punitive action is taken 

for those students who choose not to participate.  There are incentives for participation such as 

all student travel and/or classroom scholarship awards are contingent upon the student’s 

participation in the Student Success Passport program.   

Components of the Student Success Passport program 

The Student Success Passport program provides professional development and career 

readiness opportunities for students capturing previous and ongoing documented individual 

accomplishments and providing students with college-sponsored professional development and 

career readiness activities and events over the course of their 4-year academic career.  Activities 

and events categories (personal and professional branding, experiential learning, leadership 

development) of the program are depicted in Figure 1 and discussed below: 

 

Figure 1.  Student Success Passport Program Categories Leading to Student Success 

 

 

 

 

 

Personal and Professional Branding 

Through the Student Success Passport program, college of business students are provided 

multiple professional-development opportunities to assist them in discovering personal qualities 
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they already possess as well as to explore ways to improve or develop additional qualities to 

strengthen their personal and professional branding.  As a beginning point, working with the 

university’s Center for Career and Professional Development as well as through college-based 

faculty and staff assistance, students are guided in the development of their personal mission 

statement (personal branding) which begins the construction of their roadmap to eventually 

launch their career.  Students develop or polish their professional employment documents as 

freshmen and are given the opportunity in each subsequent year to update and refine their 

experiences throughout their college career.  Students upload their resumes to the Center for 

Career and Professional Development for resume critique or attend mock career fair events 

where faculty and staff assess their resumes and give feedback.  The process to graduate with an 

outstanding resume is so crucial to finding that perfect job that students earn Passport points each 

year for developing and improving this one document.  In addition to the importance of an 

outstanding resume, mini-workshops are offered for students to learn how to use social media 

effectively, to use proper business etiquette, to develop an effective elevator pitch, and to design 

a professional LinkedIn account.  All mini-workshops are recorded and uploaded into the course 

management system for further review by the students who attended the workshops as well as for 

distance education students’ information.  Capturing these mini-workshops ensures that all 

students have an equal opportunity to participate regardless of class schedule or other face-to-

face restrictions. 

Experiential Learning 

The overarching goal for the university’s strategic plan is transformative experiences for 

students.  Students will be engaged and empowered and will graduate with marketable skills and 

qualities necessary to be leaders in their respective fields.  To meet the university’s expectations 
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as well as to meet the college’s strategic plan goals, experiential learning opportunities are an 

integral part of the Student Success Passport program.   Students are not only encouraged to 

participate in class-sponsored experiential learning activities, but they are also encouraged to 

engage in and document other experiential activities outside the classroom which go above and 

beyond the required assignments/projects.  Opportunities for students to earn points toward 

scholarship awards in this area include attending the career exposition/career fair held on the 

university’s campus, participating in a job shadowing/externship experience and/or semester-

long internship opportunities, beginning a mentor/mentee relationship with a business 

professional in their chosen field, and/or uploading a reflection paper about their current work 

experience and how it is preparing them for their career goal.  Many scholarship programs are 

designed to reward only high achieving students while those who are average to above average 

are often left out.  Even though the experiential learning segment of the Passport Program awards 

points to students who maintain at least a 2.0 grade point average (GPA), this is one area of the 

program where students who have achieved a high GPA may earn additional points for academic 

excellence since a high GPA is still highly desirable. 

Leadership Development 

The mission of the college is to create a challenging learning environment that will 

enable our students to launch their careers with the foundation for effective leadership.  To aid in 

that strategic goal, students are provided several college and/or university opportunities to learn, 

experience, and practice leadership.  On the university level, students are encouraged to 

participate in the involvement center where they learn about all organizations on campus 

available for all students.  The Student Success Passport program directs students to participate 

and become leaders in university-wide initiatives where they may earn university recognition 
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while also earning points for the college’s Student Success Passport program.  Students are 

encouraged to register and participate in the university’s involvement center initiatives including 

an elite certified leader endorsement program.   

In addition to the university opportunities for leadership development, each discipline in 

the college of business offers membership in student organizations to business majors where 

students have an opportunity to be elected into leadership/officer positions.  Not only do students 

earn Passport points toward a scholarship award for joining their major’s business/professional 

organizations in the college of business, if they are elected as the president of the organization, 

they receive additional scholarship money as a recognized leader of the organization.  Even 

though all members cannot be elected president of their organization, other members in co-

curricular student organizations in the college are rewarded for their leadership development 

when they compete in regional/state/or national level conferences/conventions.  Additionally, 

opportunities are available for students who are chosen to represent the college to 

present/participate in on-campus research and professional conferences sponsored by the 

university.  Table 2 defines key activities included in the Passport program. 

 

Table 2. Key Passport Activities 

 

Personal and Professional 

Branding Activites 

Experiential Learning 

Activities 

Leadership Development 

Activities 

• Develop a personal 

mission statement 

(personal branding) 

• Develop and/or update 

professional employment 

documents  

• Attend Mini-Workshops:  

o Social Media  

o Etiquette 

o Developing an 

Elevator Pitch 

• Attend university Career 

Expo or SFA Accounting 

Career Fair  

• Gain experience through 

Job Shadowing and/or 

Externship 

• Chronicle work experience 

• Reward for high GPA 

• Attend workshops with 

business executives 

• Register and participate 

with the university 

Involvement Center 

• Join business/professional 

organizations 

• Compete with a student 

organization in 

regional/state/or national 

co-curricular competitions 

• Present/Participate in an 

on-campus conference 
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o Designing a 

LinkedIn Account  
• Participate in the SFA 

Certified Leader 

Endorsement Program 

 

College Sponsored Activities and Events 

The college offers many additional opportunities for students to develop academically 

and professionally which will earn points for students’ participation in these college-wide events.  

Each fall begins with a student convocation where students learn about their departments/majors 

and have the opportunity to learn about the co-curricular organizations for their majors.  The 

college also provides several other events as shown in Table 3 below: 

 

Table 3.  College Sponsored Activities and Events 

 

1. A college-sponsored speaker series featuring a nationally-recognized business leader is 

offered every other academic year.  Sponsored by the college of business the university-wide 

event begins with an invitation-only reception followed by the main event where an invited 

dignitary interviews the leader through a question and answer session.  All university students 

are invited to the main event but exceptional business student leaders are invited to the pre-

lecture reception where they are able to meet and interact with business professionals and the 

guest of honor.  The inaugural event was held in November 2016 with former Florida 

governor and presidential candidate Jeb Bush as the speaker.  The event was preceded by an 

afternoon panel of business leaders who were graduates of the university. 

2. Each semester, a student events schedule of mini-workshops is developed and distributed to 

students and faculty.  These workshops include Student Success Passport orientation, resume 

preparation led by the Center for Career and Professional Development, how to register and 

use the job seeking software available on campus, business leader “real talk” sessions, a mock 

career fair to help students prepare for the university-wide career fair, and how to utilize 

LinkedIn and other social media outlets for networking. 

3. Internship assistance is available to students through their departments as well as through the 

college’s Office of Student Services.  Students may find their own internship but it must be 

approved for credit through their major.  Of course, non-credit internships are encouraged 

throughout the student’s college career for more exposure and networking in their chosen 

career. 

4. Each spring, the college plans and conducts a College to Career (C2C) Conference which is 

the optimum opportunity for students to network with successful business alumni. This annual 

event brings 40-50 business professionals into the college for a day.  The event, designed like 

a professional conference, offers concurrent sessions in topics such as entrepreneurship, acing 

the interview, cybersecurity, financial savvy, business ethics, going global, first 100 days on 

the job, suiting up, social media: #get connected, personal branding, economic outlook, 
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internship experiences, professional behavior, business ethics, personal wealth management, 

building a professional network, among others.  A special reception at the end of the day gives 

the college’s best and brightest seniors an opportunity to discuss career opportunities with 

successful business alumni. 

5. A small business conference for students, Business for Dummies, hosted by one of the 

freshman orientation classes provides four 30-minute sessions on personal selling, networking, 

degree opportunities, and professional dress.  Students are given the opportunity to select two 

of the sessions.  Student attendance is tracked and points are awarded for participation.  Not 

only do business students who attend gain valuable information, the students who plan the 

event gain leadership and organizational experience. 

6. A Career Exploration Night is led by the Center for Career and Professional Development 

where students are introduced to a vault of resources available for students relating to the job 

search.  One night each semester is extended for Student Success Passport program 

participants to explore the resources on the university’s website as well as receive one-to-one 

assistance to update their professional documents or receive assistance with any other Passport 

activity. 

 

As students in the college of business progress through all four years of college, the 

Student Success Passport program provides additional age/stage related activities to propel 

students as they move closer to graduation and launching their careers.   

Technology’s Role in the Student Success Passport Program 

 Technology and a course management system helps efficiently and effectively operate 

the Student Success Passport program for over 1,500 college of business students.  Brightspace 

by Desire2Learn (D2L) allows students to access over 50 events and assignments on their own 

time.  Students begin participation by completing the activities in the four Brightspace modules 

and they do not have to notify anybody that they are participating.  Each year has different 

activities (some activities may ask students to build on something they have previously done) but 

the Passport is designed so any student of any classification can jump in at any point in time, 

regardless of past participation.    

There are several activities under each module with specific directions.  Each activity is 

assigned a number of points to be awarded upon completion.  Some activities may be events 
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where attendance is tracked, others may require students to upload proof of participation or a 

paper narrative to the Dropbox, etc.  None of the activities are required and there is no prescribed 

order to complete them.  As the academic year progresses, a staff member is able to evaluate 

participation and award points by “grading” each module in the Student Success Passport 

Program throughout the year.  No points are awarded for incomplete or incorrect submissions 

and no points will be given for any activity that is completed but not recorded in Brightspace.  

For example, if a student participates in a study abroad semester but does not complete the 

reporting activity in Brightspace, they will not be awarded any points even if they can prove they 

studied abroad.  The rule is that ALL points will be tracked in Brightspace.  Points are updated as 

often as possible throughout the year and at the conclusion of the spring semester, the class lists 

with grades are downloaded from Brightspace into an Excel spreadsheet where a quick sort 

provides the top point earners.  A total of $50K in scholarships are awarded each academic year.  

Top participants in each student classification (freshman, sophomore, junior, and senior) are 

notified of their award through a formal award letter from the dean.  A $2,500 scholarship is 

awarded to the top participating student in each classification and the following top 10 students 

in each classification each receive a $1,000 scholarship. All 44 scholarship recipients are invited 

to a dean’s reception for personal congratulations and a photograph.  Since the program is based 

on individual achievement, students may be awarded scholarships in multiple years.  The only 

requirement to receive one or subsequent scholarships is that a student must be in good academic 

standing (cumulative GPA of 2.0 or higher).   

Conclusion 

The Student Success Passport program continues to evolve and improve.  Since the 

program was introduced after the start of the fall semester in 2015, the first year of operation did 
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not yield as much student participation as desired.  However, the scholarships were awarded to 

the students who took advantage of the program.  When the Student Success Passport program 

was announced in 2016 at freshman orientation where parents were in attendance, the freshman 

student participation rate in the fall semester dramatically improved over the previous year.  

 

Figure 2.  Student Participation in the Passport Program AY 2015 versus AY 2016.

 

 

With any program, changes in personnel and administration tend to change the direction 

and emphasis of different parts of the program.  Participation for the 2017-2018 AY will not be 

known until late in the spring semester.  However, to further enhance the program’s visibility 

and utility, in Spring 2018, two classes in the college of business are studying a better marketing 

strategy for the program as well as improving the Brightspace program to be more interesting 

and interactive.  Also other items under consideration for inclusion in the program include: 

Table 4:  Suggested Additional Student Success Passport Program Items 

1. Requiring students to complete a Myers-Briggs Type Inventory 

2. Inviting upperclassmen to serve as mentors to underclassmen 

3. Including more faculty/department-developed events to promote student/faculty interaction 

4. Expanding career mentoring relationships with alumni in students’ major field of study 
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5. Providing library modules to assist students in research 

6. Enlisting recent alumni to produce “real talk” (like Ted talk) segments on “tips for success” 

7. Developing a Senior Leadership Seminar presented by professors/alumni 

8. Adding more professional networking activities such as field trips off campus and/or 

business professionals to visit classes on a regular basis 

9. Providing monthly ongoing sessions with professional development/career readiness 

training 

10. Providing leadership training for student organization leaders. 

 

The intent of Launch, one of the important pillars in the college’s strategic plan of Learn-

Launch-Lead, is that our student success strategy is to challenge our students to find their place 

in a highly competitive and global environment.  The goal is to provide a variety of experiences 

that will help students embark on a career that is uniquely suited to their skills and personality.  

Through faculty and alumni suggestions, staff administering the program constantly assess and 

seek to improve the “launching” events available to students.  The role of faculty will be to 

support college-level events, to seek ways to encourage and aid students in the development of 

career skills, to support students in their job seeking efforts, and to provide curriculum and 

content that is relevant to employers.  Student success is measured through retention and 

effective career placement after graduation.  The Student Success Passport program is already 

demonstrating that it plays an integral part in the success of our students and alumni.  Several 

employer recruiters have already noticed and commented on an improvement in the 

professionalism of our business students.  As the program matures, the impact will be measured 

in the success of our graduates. 
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