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Abstract 
Blended learning courses are regarded as being particularly suitable for mature students. Currently, 
an important track in blended learning research focuses on course design questions in relation to 
students’ performance and satisfaction. Within the business education discipline, however, this area is 
understudied. In this paper we report on the findings of a qualitative study aimed at identifying mature 
business students’ preferred characteristics of blended learning courses. More in particular, we 
scrutinize six categories of course elements (materials, activities, course management system, 
support, interaction, lecturer expertise) and their linkages with student satisfaction. By means of an 
interpretative approach, we present the results of semi-structured interviews with five lecturers and 
thirteen students of an MBA programme at a Belgian university. Our results show consistency with 
previous findings regarding the integrated usage of a learning platform and expertise of lecturers in 
terms of preparation, quality and involvement. The overall picture is, however, more diverse and 
complex in nature. Mature business students wish for highly pre-structured, rich multimedia learning 
materials, preferably video-based, to support independent learning activities. Knowledge transmission 
and declarative information is favored. Support by and interaction with fellow students or lecturers is 
ideally centered around Q&A sessions. In sum, mature business students seem to prefer features of a 
rather traditional learning environment. Their satisfaction strongly relates to elements of efficiency and 
goal-oriented learning, a lot less to self-directed learning in powerful blended learning environments. 
We further frame these findings by critically reviewing mature students’ strategies to balance their 
work, family and study obligations given limited time and poor self-regulation skills. We conclude by 
proposing trajectories for further research. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
The systematic integration of online and face-to-face learning activities, or blended learning (BL), has 
grown ever more popular in higher education ([1]). Its flexibility offers a suitable alternative to full-time 
attendance, which is difficult to achieve by mature students with other daily duties such as a job or 
family ([2]). Educational coordinators and instructional designers are trying to fit programmes and 
courses to the needs of such learners. For this purpose, they can rely on research that examines the 
impact of a specific course design, i.e. a combination of planned learning activities, assessment and 
materials, on the performance and satisfaction of learners (e.g. [3], [4], [5], [6]). Student satisfaction is 
an important determinant factor for the quality and competitiveness of a programme ([7], [8]) and has a 
positive effect on learning outcomes ([9]).  

How should HE institutions go about designing courses for reaching satisfactory working student 
experiences? Previous studies pay limited attention to the factors that lead to (dis)satisfaction of 
business students in relation to a specific blended course design, and the underlying rationale. In 
addition, there is a lack of BL research targeting working students; those learners who dedicate part of 
their time to paid work ([10]). They often find it difficult to balance work, study and social life ([11]). The 
abovementioned was the key to initiate the current study. It aims to discover BL course design 
components that lead to satisfaction among working students in higher (business) education.  

We start this paper with a summary of earlier research on the determinants of student satisfaction as 
discussed in literature about online and blended learning (OBL). The literature review is followed by 
the study's research objectives and research questions and its methodology. Next, the results are 
summarized and challenged. We conclude by proposing trajectories for further research. 
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2 DETERMINANTS OF STUDENT SATISFACTION IN OBL 

2.1 Lecturer Characteristics  
The substantive and practical expertise of lecturers with implementing blended learning has a positive 
effect on student satisfaction ([12], [13], [14]). Sun, Tsai, Finger, Chen and Yeh ([15]), as well as Selim 
([16]) state that the lecturer's attitude towards e-learning affects student satisfaction. Additionally, 
Selim ([16]) discovered an effect of the instruction style, encouraging and motivating, and the 
technological proficiency of lecturers. 

2.2 Course Design Characteristics 
Well-structured courses and course parts have a major impact on satisfaction of students ([7], [14], 
[17]). Swan ([5]) found a link between student satisfaction and course parts that show a consistent 
course design. According to Ausburn ([7]), elements that render information easily accessible are a 
determining factor, while the same author and Estelami ([18]) refer to the impact of particular 
communication channels. Further, according to Ausburn ([7]), the top five course design 
characteristics with a positive effect on student satisfaction are: individualisation and customisation, 
facilitation of self-directed learning, variation in learning activities, and active and effective 
communication between lecturers and students, and among students. Chyung and Vachon ([13]) 
conclude that the most frequently named determinant is 'being learner-oriented', with adapted learning 
contents and teaching methods, competent lecturers, and diversified types of learning activities.  

2.3 Features of the Learning Materials and Learning Activities 
Students in a blended learning environment find clear, structured course material important ([14]). This 
includes a manual that is available both online and on paper, next to worked examples and video 
lectures ([19]). 

The degree of collaborative learning activities ([16], [17]), practical assignments ([19]) as well as 
'cognitive presence' - exploring, constructing, solving and confirming understanding by cooperation 
and reflection - has a positive effect on student satisfaction ([20]). The same goes for a wide diversity 
of assessment methods ([15]) such as participation in discussions ([5]).  

2.4 Support 
Support from the instructor and fellow students, as well as technical support are positively related to 
student satisfaction ([21]). More specifically, Paechter and Maier ([14]) discovered a positive impact of 
instructor support on the learning process and team work. Both the degree of interaction and the 
group dynamics between students ([22], [23]) as well as the satisfaction about the interactions 
between the student and lecturer ([23], [5]), contribute to student satisfaction in a BLE. Emotional 
support among students is also important ([17]). Du and Wu ([24]) conclude that more interaction 
creates a perception that class time is effectively used. 

2.5 The Blend 
Akkoyunly and Soylu ([25]) found that the share of face-to-face instruction in BL is very important. 
According to Paechter and Maier ([14]) building social relationships, collaborative learning and gaining 
conceptual knowledge and skills all require face-to-face instruction. The online part appears more 
suitable for distributing information, making available exercises, and providing feedback fast, in 
addition to facilitating self-directed learning. Arbaugh ([12]) points to the effectiveness of "verbal 
immediacy behaviour" - humour, feedback, discussion, personal examples - to narrow the gap with the 
students.  

The system functionality and the user friendliness of an online platform have an impact on the 
satisfaction of students as well ([15], [16], [20], [26], [27]). The time efficiency created by the blend is 
important because student satisfaction decreases as more time is dedicated to a course or a task 
([14], [19], [23]). 
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3 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 
Given the above considerations, the objective of this study is to expand existing knowledge on the 
relationship between student satisfaction and BL course design. The current study aimed to elicit 
characteristics of BL courses that lead to (dis)satisfaction among mature HE students enrolled in a 
business education programme, and to discover why they have such impact. We intended to dig 
deeper into questions such as: ‘Are students satisfied and motivated to engage in the learning 
activities, to employ the learning materials and participate in assessments and collaborative 
initiatives? What instructional strategies are perceived as being beneficial to the learning process, 
given the particular context? Which course components are of primarily importance to evoke 
satisfaction among mature learners?  

4 CONTEXT OF THE STUDY 
This study was conducted at a mid-sized Belgian university. In particular, the research context 
consisted of a 4-year EQUIS-accredited MBA programme. The target population consists of students 
who dedicate at least 50% of their time to paid work. Typically, they are unable to attend (regular) 
classes due to work or family responsibilities. The curriculum is designed to allow independent 
learning, supported by online materials and learning activities next to face-to-face classroom teaching. 
It is organised as a highly structured series of evening courses (8 hours/week), complemented with a 
broad series of online applications such as web lectures, screencast, online self-testing, and virtual 
office hours to support and assess learners’ learning activities.  

5 DATA COLLECTION AND DATA ANALYSIS 
We opted for a qualitative study with semi-structured in-depth interviews. Data were collected between 
December 2015 and April 2016. Aim was to explore and understand features of BL course design and 
the relationship with student satisfaction, within and across cases. Such approach allows for new 
factors to emerge and new insight to be obtained ([28]).   

The sample consisted of five university lecturers and thirteen mature students who volunteered to 
participate. The lecturers were invited in person, while students were approached through e-mail. The 
lecturers were responsible for different types of economic, financial and management-oriented 
courses, both at the undergraduate and graduate level. The students were enrolled in different stages 
of the blended business programme. All except one worked full-time, their age was between 23 and 
55. Their main motivation to (re-)enter higher education was a professional willingness to refocus or 
obtain a Master's degree. The bulk of students have to travel long distances to take part in the face-to-
face learning activities.  

First, the lecturers were asked how and why they implemented BL within the business education 
programme. Subsequently, the students were interviewed in order to identify their preferred 
characteristics of blended learning courses, as well as their argumentation for these preferences. The 
interview protocols were built upon topics deemed important on theoretical grounds. Based on the 
aforementioned insights we distinguish six categories course design themes: 1) course materials 2) 
learning activities 3) course management system 4) student support 5) student-student and student-
lecturer interactions, and 6) lecturer's expertise. However, each interviewee could provide 
supplementary information relevant to the research objective. All interviews were recorded digitally 
and transcribed using the Dragon NaturallySpeaking 12 Basics Dutch speech recognition software to 
make further processing possible. The interviews were analysed using the constant comparison 
approach, supported by the QSR NVivo 10 software package. New codes were developed in a search 
both for key concepts and for passages of data aimed at illustrating specific themes and patterns. The 
entire code category list comprised 715 codes. 

6 RESULTS 

6.1 Course materials (hard copy and online) 
A handbook and course notes are important to students. These are used as background materials 
during lectures or as self-tuition material, especially when class time is not used to cover details, or 
when attending class is not possible. A compilation of exercises in a separate exercise book and in 
which essential exercises are highlighted, is appreciated. Even so, they are satisfied if exercises with 
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different levels of difficulty are provided. Worked-out examples are indispensable for mature students 
to engage in independent studying. Presentation slides are reported as the most important course 
material. Student emphasize they are helpful as (printed) course notes when made available before 
the start of a class, as a summary with keywords or a detailed course outline. Video materials, either 
screen casts or web lectures offer a much appreciated added value, especially in the case of 
complicated subject matter. It is possible for students to pause and rewind these so that they can 
process subject matter at their own speed or refresh prior knowledge.  

Critical to student satisfaction is the structure of the course materials. This feature should enable fast 
retrieval of information afterwards. Therefore, they prefer course materials structures based on the 
learning contents, rather than the chronological order of lectures. Students frame their satisfaction also 
in the light of their available time. To illustrate this, they indicate that short video materials can fit into a 
busy schedule and are easy accessible. Replacing all course material by video lectures, however, 
would lead to procrastination.  

6.2 Learning activities (in-class and online) 
In-class activities are still highly valued by mature students because of the interaction with the lecturer 
and the possibility to ask questions. They prefer attending lectures rather than engaging in 
independent learning. Mature students feel compelled to attend classes during which they often 
process particular subject matter for a first time. Seat time, in addition, spurs on students to keep up to 
date with the learning contents. During lectures students appreciate a course overview, further 
clarification of the main topics, a normal teaching pace and sufficient interactions. Individual tasks and 
interim tests encourage students to process learning contents in time, even if these are considered as 
being a burden in their busy schedules and difficult to organise due to their dispersed geographical 
location. For this reason, there should be a limited number within a BL programme, with deadlines 
aligned, sufficient advance notice and clear instructions. Two evening classes per week are 
considered to be ideal. The relationship student satisfaction and team work activities yield divergent 
opinions. Positive opportunities to which students refer in this context, include: learning to collaborate, 
the social dynamics and division of labour. The latter undermines the added value of team work. 
Negative aspects include the 'free riding of students', a widespread problem in the BL programme. 
Also, often, mature students consider 'learning to collaborate' as an already acquired competence.  

According to the interviewed students, the ideal design of BL materials and learning activities depends 
on the course subject. They expressed a preference for class-based learning activities for courses 
intended to teach theoretical foundations of a subject area, i.e. psychology. If doing exercises or 
exemplifying concepts and theory is the main objective, it is imperative that sufficient dedicated class 
time is provided. While socially-oriented subjects require many examples, difficult subjects require 
additional materials such as an interim test and discussion forum, and support. Language courses 
should be designed in such a way that students get maximum oral practice time, both online as in-
class. Due to issues with time management students are dissatisfied with BL courses with a high, 
continuous workload and rigid deadlines.  

6.3 Course Management system  
The university's CMS should enable independent learning by making all materials available and easily 
accessible, according to the mature business students. The CMS represents a kind of 'open space' to 
discuss interests and experiences, and to seek support from their peers while working collaboratively 
on problems and discussing subject material. In order to support independent learning activities, the 
CMS should include preferably audiovisual tutorials, recorded lectures, academic interviews and 
debates, along with materials for self-testing. As far as communication is concerned, students prefer 
social media to discussion fora, except for subjects with many exercises and only in case the lecturer 
acts as moderator. 

6.4 Student support and programme elements 
The interviewed students determine individually their study load by selecting the courses in which they 
are enrolled. Flexibility is a key feature of support structures and programme design. Students prefer 
a particular sequencing of courses, and a particular combination of subject matter considered either 
'difficult' or 'easy'. 
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6.5 The instructor and the interactions  
Enthusiasm, skill and expertise of lecturers in terms of preparation, quality of teaching and 
involvement yields student satisfaction. It is crucial that a lecturer arouses working students' interest 
and adapts his BL course design so that working students can manage and adjust their study effort. 
This is possible using incentives, flexibility in deadlines and a careful balance of online and in-class 
learning activities. Having face-to-face contact with fellow students is, for many, essential. They are 
considered as main bearers of emotional support.  

7 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
BL courses are regarded as being particularly suitable for mature students. The reduced seat time and 
the series of flexible online solutions for teaching and learning facilitate the combination of a job with 
an academic study. The results of this study show that availability of time is a crucial factor to explain 
working students' preferences with regard to the design of BL courses and programmes. It is related to 
each of the six course components. Students explicitly demand to take their issues with availability or 
lack of time into consideration.  

The current study explored mature learners' preferred characteristics of BL courses. We focused in 
particular on students in business education who combine study and work. By means of semi-
structured interviews, data was collected from five lecturers and thirteen students of an MBA 
programme at a Belgian university. We gained deeper insight in the students' profile, and needs in 
order to be satisfied with BL courses. We identified six course components, the preferred specific 
feature(s), and the underlying rationale. These features include: structure of learning materials, 
accessibility, programme flexibility, lecturer enthusiasm and peer-to-peer interactivity. Differentiation is 
necessary in accordance with the subject and difficulty level of a particular course. The results show 
consistency with previous findings regarding the integrated usage of a CMS and the expertise of 
lecturers in terms of preparation, quality of teaching and involvement. The overall picture is, however, 
more diverse and complex in nature. Mature business students wish for highly pre-structured, rich 
multimedia learning materials, preferably video-based to support independent learning activities. 
Knowledge transmission and declarative information is preferred. Support by and interaction with 
fellow students or lecturers is ideally centered around Q&A sessions. In sum, surprisingly, mature 
business students seem to prefer characteristics of a rather traditional learning environment. Their 
satisfaction strongly relates to elements of efficiency and goal-oriented learning, a lot less to self-
directed learning in powerful BL environments. These insights can be used when designing BL 
courses. Follow-up research is necessary to collect further empirical evidence in contexts of OBL and 
demonstrate what works for whom, under what circumstances, at what cost, and why. 

The results from the present study only partially confirm previous research. The question could be 
raised if the blended business courses should further exploit the affordances of social networking 
applications such as wiki's in business courses ([29]) or blogs in project-based learning scenarios 
([30]). These applications foster knowledge construction, which in turn, boosts student satisfaction. 
Earlier research from Selim ([16]) and So et al. ([17]), that found a positive influence of collaborative 
work on satisfaction, is contradicted. Possibly, team work was considered to be time consuming and 
difficult to organise in practice. Nevertheless, Van Eijl, De Voogd, Pilot and Admiraal ([31]) found that 
in a blended learning environment students working part-time appreciate teamwork as much as 
regular students. Students from the programme in question did not need more experiential or problem-
based learning (in contrast to certain andragogic principles). The results suggest that mature students 
consider traditional lecturing as a more efficient way to learn, as opposed to experiential or problem-
based learning. Likely, those adults have been previously taught in a traditional way. Levett-Jones 
([32]) for example, concludes that a majority of students prefer lecture-driven education because they 
are familiar with it and they are uncertain about the outcome of self-directed learning. According to 
Engelbrecht ([33]), classically taught students judge the quality of education on quantity of transferred 
knowledge. Smythe and Hughes ([34]) found decreasing satisfaction with self-directed learning when 
students had a high workload for other subjects.  

The self-selecting sample limits the generalizability of the findings of this study to a typical population 
of working students, any HE institution or BL programme ([35]). Nevertheless, the study revealed 
some critical course design issues which could be of interest to quality assurance experts, instructors 
and course designers. Further research will focus on the development and validation of a 
measurement instrument to carry out participatory observation research during a full semester of 
blended learning. To this end, the interview protocol will be refined and a second round of interviews 
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with students and instructors will be finalized. The results of the observations will be combined with 
focus group data, collected among regular and working student groups. 
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